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PREFACE 


I have been involved in Kannada theatre in different capacities 
as actor, director, organiser etc. for nearly four decades. My field 
of research has been traditional theatre of Karnataka and dance- 
drama forms of South India. As a theatre person, I have always 
been fascinated by the approach to the histrionic representation 
and character presentation in these forms. In the present study, 
I have focussed my attention precisely on this area - the process 
of acting found in the various dance-drama traditions of South 
India and how they differ from the perspectives of modern theatre. 

At the outset, I wish to express my sincere thanks to Ministry 
of Culture, N. Delhi, which selected me for senior fellowship 
(theatre). My work on South Indian Dance-drama forms, specially 
their approach to abhinaya (acting), would not have been possible, 
but for this fellowship. I take this opportunity of thanking the 
Ministry of Culture and others involved in the process. 

The monograph which I had submitted to the Ministry of 
Culture as a senior fellow is now being published by Karnatka 
Janapada University. I sincerely thank all the authoritiesof the 
university. A word of special thanks are due to Prof. Ambalike 
Hiriyanna present vice-chancellor. We have together travelled to 
many remote corners of India and participated in many seminars 
and symposiums related to folkloristics. 

As part of my advanced research, I had to contact a number 
of artists and institutions connected with the art forms under 
study here. All of them have been very helpful and cooperative. I 
express my sincere thanks to : 

Idagunji Mahaganapati Yakshagana Mandali and 

Keremane Shivanand Hegde. 

Regional Resource Centre, Manipal, Udupi and 

K. Krishna Bhat 

Yogish G,, Sagar. 

Kerala Kalamandalam Cheruthuruthi and 

Dr. Kaladharan; 
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Margi Vijay. 

Dr. Aruna Bhikshu University of Hyderabad. 

Ms. Vyjayanti Kashi, President Karnataka Nritya 
Akademi and Prateeksha. 

Ms. Roopa Rajesh, Kuchipudi artist. 

Sri Kashi Lakshminarayana, Shimoga. 

Dr. Ratnakar, Shimoga. 

National Folklore Support Centre, Chennai and 
Sri Muthukumaraswami. 

Na. Muthuswami of Koothu P. Paittarai. 

And all others who have helped me in my project. 

I have also consulted many theatre personalities like Prasanna, 
Chidambar Rao Jambe and many others. We have held long and 
detailed discussions on many aspects of performance, specially 
place and importance of traditional Indian dance - drama in the 
context of modern theatre in light of many such experiments in 
modern theter. I express my thanks to all of them. Thanks are 
also due to all the scholars of Folklore and Theatre, who have 
supported my work. 

My family members have always stood by me in all my 
activities. I take this opportunity to express my sense of gratitude 
to all of them - my two sons, daughters-in-law and grand daughters 
- especially to my wife Madhuri who has not merely taken good 
care of my needs but has also been of invaluable help in more 
ways than I can mention. 

My friends and members of my theatre group, Udaya 
Kalavidaru, Sagar have always been supportive of all my 
endeavours. I take this opportunity of thanking all of them. 

The D.T.P work has been done by Ms. Jnana of Sagar. Thanks 
to her for the neat and timely work. 
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Finally thanks to all those who have been of help to me, 
though I may not have mentioned them by name. 

I hope this work will be of interest not merely to the scholars 
of these forms but to practitioners of modern theatre who are 
engaged in the search for an authentic Indian theatre-specially 
the approach to acting and performance. 

(Guru Rao Bapat) 
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EVOLVING AN INDIAN THEORY OF ACTING 


Introduction 

The traditional theatre forms and performing arts of India, classical as well as 
folk, have attracted national and international attention in recent times. Folklorists as 
well as practiotiners of theatre have been evincing a keen interest in the multifarious 
forms of folk/ traditional performing arts in India. Folklorists, both Indian and Western, 
are studying these forms as examples of folk culture and performance. They are 
realising the important position that performance occupies in Indian culture and world 
view. Theorists and practitioners of theatre as well as students of performance on the 
other hand are trying to find in these forms an alternative to the proscenium bound 
realistic theatre of the West. Jerzy Grotowski, Peter Schechner, Uwgenio Barba, 
Philip Zarelli, Peter Brooks are only some of the names of theatre personalities of the 
West who have shown a keen interest in the Indian performing arts. 

The theatre activists in India are also turning to traditional forms to find answers 
to many of the problems posed by modem theatre in India, which has by and large 
followed the Western model of proscenium theatre. As Balvant Gargi in his book 
Folk Theatre of India remarks, “Indian Folk Theatre has recently captured the interest 
of contemporary playwrights and directors. The city theatre modelled on the nineteenth 
century picture frame stage, has little new to offer: It is the folk theatre lying scattered 
in mral areas of India which has exciting forms” (PIX) 

Some of the recent works of playwrights like Girish Kamad, Chandrashekar 
Kambar, Vijay Tendulkar and theatrical productions of important directors like Ratan 
Thiyam, K.N. Pannikar, B.V. Karant, Na. Muthuswami etc. examplify this new 
direction that Indian theatre has taken. This movement has been named ‘Back to the 
Roots’. The attempt is to evolve an authentic Indian theatre based on the various folk 
and traditional models of performance prevailing in various parts of India. As such, 
these traditional forms need to be studied not merely from a folkloristic or historical 
perspective but also as providing answers to many of the questions of the present 
cultural scenario as well. 

The multifarious performing traditions that we find all over India, are fully 
developed forms. Many of them are also theatre forms where the projection of well 


rounded characters and presentation of the narrative is the essence of performance. 
Because of this, they have all developed their own approach to the question of acting 
and character presentation. 

Among them we find a great variety of performing genres, mostly in present 
day languages all over India. Many of these have a long history and have developed 
their own modes of performance. These genres also exhibit a great variety. Some of 
them are highly classicalised (like Bharatnatyam or Kathakali); some truly folk (like 
TerukkuttuorNautanki); some that exhibit both qualities (likeYakshagana); some are 
ritualistic (like Kudiattam) others more secular (like Tamasha or Jatra). 

But in none of these forms do we find any attempt at theorising either about 
different aspects of performance or about the approach to acting. (The only exception 
seems to be Tolan’s work Attaprakaram, on Kudiattam which of course is a tradition 
of Sanskrit theatre). Though they have developed their own approaches to acting, 
body training, character representation etc., there is no conscious theorising. This 
has to be found only in Sanskrit, though some of these forms differ a great deal from 
the Sanskrit model of performance. 

In Sanskrit on the other hand we have the first work dealing with the performing 
arts, The Natya Shastra of Bharatamuni now ascribed to 2nd C., B.C. Even this 
work is said to be based on earlier works on Abhinaya the art of acting, stage craft 
etc. To this tome of knowledge of theatre and performance, later Sanskrit scholars 
like Lollata, Bhatta Nay aka, Abhinava Gupta have made significant contributions. 
This tradition continued up to the time of Nandikeshwara (13th C.) after which Sanskrit 
theatre seems to have slowly become extinct. Today we do not have any living tradition 
of S anskrit performance, (except Kudiattam of Kerala). As a result, we do not have 
any living models of theatrical performance, putting the theoretical postulates of Natya 
Shastra into practice. 

On the other hand, in the forms under discussion here, the approach to acting 
and character representation, seems to have developed along different lines, though at 
some stage in their development, they have all come under the influence of Sanskrit 
dramaturgy as well. Now they are fully developed forms and each has developed its 
own approach to the question of acting. These performance traditions have drawn 
elements from folk arts, ritualistic practices, earlier games etc. But we also find that in 
these forms, no conscious effort at theorising has been done. This knowledge has 
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been handed down from generation to generation in oral tradition. We do not find any 
written text with analysis of the conceptual foundations of acting and character 
representation found in these forms. 

The present work is a study of dance-drama traditions found in the four South 
Indian states and four Dravidian languages. They are Yakshagana, Mudalapaya and 
other lesser known forms of Karnataka, Kathakali, Kudiattam and other forms of 
Kerala, Kuchipudi, Chindu Bhagavatam etc. of Andhra and Terukkuttu of Tamil Nadu. 
As all these forms have existed in neighbouring states, it is only natural that they have 
exercised influence over one another. This study concentrates on the forms existant in 
Southern India in the Deccan Plateau, in the four Dravidian languages. Some of these 
forms have been taken up for close analysis. Through such a close study an attempt 
has been made to find out their approach to acting. After a thorough analysis of these 
forms, in the last chapter, an effort has been made to build a theory of acting based on 
our study of these forms. This conclusion has been drawn in terms of modem approaches 
to theatre and concepts like body and mind, form and content, stylisation etc. 


‘Back to the Roots’ 

As mentioned earlier, modern theatre took a keen interest in some of these 
forms, in the movement that was named ‘Back to the Roots’ It was an attempt to 
search for an authentic Indian Theatre against the proscenium bound realistic theatre 
of the West. But unfortunately after several experiments by many directors, including 
the ones, mentioned earlier, the entire movement slowly died out. This was basically 
because in these experimentations, the emphasis was mostly on the use of certain 
aspects of traditional theatre only an decorative items like the use of dance and music, 
the use certain hand held curtain, stylised exit and entry. These productions never 
attempted to understand or implement the conceptual basis of acting and character 
presentation found in these forms. 

The present study differs from such an approach. In fact the approach to 
acting (which is the theme of this book) or the question of staging and presentation are 
linked to the world view and the value system of the society that has nurtured it. We 
can not think of different aspects related to performance or the place of performance 
is the entire life process of the people in a piecemeal way. There is a great need to 
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look at these issues holistically as an integral part of one’s culture. Then only we can 
understand why performance becomes very important in South Indian thought and 
culture. 


Dance-Drama 

As mentioned earlier, all the forms under study here belong to a unique genre 
that has come to be named “dance-drama”. In contrast to Western theatre and modem 
realistic drama, of India most of the performing traditions of India can be called ‘dance- 
drama’. 

It is fundamentally dramatic in its presentation. Narratives from epics and 
Puranas, with characters are enacted on the stage. But the style of presentation of 
actors is through dance. So, in such forms, dance and the creation of a character 
become inseperable. In fact dance becomes the medium through which the actor’s 
body projects the character. 

The movement of the body, the use of gestures and mudras, the steps are all 
controlled and conditioned by the rhythm music and the stylisation of the dance. Without 
dance and the related body movements, no action is possible on the stage. 

As a result, music plays a very crucial role in all these forms. In fact the steps 
and body movements have to be in accordance with the rhythm being played by the 
instrumentalists. This also necessitates the presence of the musicians (singers, 
instrumentalists - particularly the ones that play the rhythm) on or near the stage. The 
singing is done by a set of artists who are different from the actor / dancer on the stage. 
The mn of the performance is controlled by music. In fact music plays such an important 
role in these forms that for example, in Yakshagana the main singer (called Bhagavata ) 
is called th e first actor and usually he will also be the leader of the troupe. 

Acting and dance is inseperable in these forms. They make use of all three forms of 
dance mentioned by Bharata, nritta, nritya and natya. 

Natya Shastra and Abhinaya Darpana of Nandikeshwara classifies dance 
into 3 subdivisions. They are: 

1) Nritta Pure dance of body in involving rhythm and steps; aesthetically 

very pleasing but without any emotional content; so often termed as without 
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communicating any meaning. 

2) Nritya Dance indicating certain emotions; but without dialogue or 
language. 

3) Natya Dance with emotional expression as well as language; either 
dialogue or through song; capable of communicating with body as well as with dialogue; 
dramatic element is involved. Natya involves abhinaya as well; The body mime, 
gestures, action, dance and movements are used along with the spoken word or with 
singing; so the dramatic element becomes important. Dance is used for a dramatic 
purpose, for projecting the character and his/her emotions. 

All three forms of dance are used in these dance-drama forms. Nritta for 
example is classified as emotionless - ‘without any content’. But when a unit of pure 
dance follows a scene involving strong emotions - like sringara (erotic) or vira 
(valorous), the unit of ‘ nritta ’, continues to project and elaborate on the emotion of 
the previous scene, though the ‘dance-item’ as such may not express any emotion. 
The Process of Communication here can be better understood if we compare this, to 
the process of editing used in fil ms. In films, a shot of intense emotion is followed by a 
neutral shot, like a flower or waterfall etc.; the shot, though neutral, continues to project 
the preceding emotion; what is considered a neutral shot, thus becomes charged with 
the emotional content of the previous unit. More or less the same process takes place, 
when nritta is used in scenes / units, involving intense emotions. 

Process of Training 

As most of the dances used in these forms are highly stylised, they demand 
very rigorous training, specially for the neophyte. Though the process of training differs 
from form to form, being highly rigorous and institutionalised in Kathakali or Kuchipudi, 
being more informal in Terukkuttu. But without training, no actor can hope to perform 
in these dance-dramas. All the three types of dance, mentioned earlier, nritta, nritya 
and natya are used in all these forms prominently. This training was mostly imparted 
in the guru-shishyaparampara (The teacher-pupil tradition), but now we find that a 
certain degree of institutionalisation has taken place in all the forms under study here. 

One unique feature that we find is that in the past, the tradition was passed on 
from one generation to another, mostly in the form of orality, because in these forms 
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we do not find any written text dealing with acting and performance till recently. As 
with all traditions in orality, (teaching and learning) training is on a person to person 
basis, which demands a close interaction between the teacher and the taught. This 
also leads to many smaller traditions, with in a large tradition. 

In the past, the young neophyte joined the troupe, and learnt the art, by playing 
small roles in Purva-ranga, which do not demand any internalisation as they represent 
mostly character types rather than individualised characters. From there, the actor, 
depending on his innate talent and imagination, would learn how to use these “building 
blocks” of dance (individual dance units) that he has learnt during training, in the process 
of acting and character representation. So, in these forms, though they are highly 
bound by the ‘form’, the stylisation of dance, also give scope to the artist, to exhibit his 
individual talent and interpretation of the character. But all this freedom is available 
only to the mature artist after he has thoroughly mastered the form. The learner / 
neophyte leams the steps, body motion, gestures and other aspects of the dance- 
drama through imitation, never bothering about what to represent through these signifiers 
- gestures, movements of body, eyes, anga and upanga (limbs and parts of limbs). 
The process of internalisation will come only at a later stage. 


Lay out of this Study 

This study plans to analyse the fundamentals of acting that we find in the dance- 
drama forms of South India. As has been made clear in the previous section, this 
theorising is done basing it on the practice that we find in the dance-drama forms of 
South India, primarily Yakshagana of Karnataka. Kathakali of Kerala, Kuchipudi of 
Andhra and Terukkuttu of Tamilnadu. References to other dance-drama traditions 
have also been made where necessary. This analysis has been done keeping in mind 
the theories regarding acting that we find in Sanskrit (Bharata’s Natyashastra and 
other theorists) on the one hand and the Western theories (starting with Stanislavski) 
on the other. 

Chapter 1 deals with these different approaches to acting and their theoretical 
underpinning. It starts with Bharata’s NatyaShastra and its analysis of acting. The 
write-up also highlights how all the forms under study here, have come under the 
influence of Sanskrit dramaturgy, sometime in their past, though they also differ from 
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the Sanskritic approach. This is followed by an analysis of some of the the Western 
theorists of 20th C. who have influenced theatre and actor training in modem times, 
specially in India. The Western theorists that are analysed are Stanislavski, Meyerhold, 
Berlort Brecht, and Grotowski. These are all thinkers who have exercised a great 
influence on the conceptual foundations as well as the practice of acting in modem 
Indian theatre. This chapter provides the background in the light of which the analysis 
of these forms has to be understood. 

The next four chapters deal with the individual forms found in the southern 
states now. Chapter 2 deals with Yakshagana and other forms of Karnataka like 
Mudalapay a, S annata etc.; chapter 3 with Kathakali and Kudiattam of Kerala; chapter 
4 with Kuchipudi and Bhama Kalapam of Andhra and chapter 5 with Terukkuttu of 
Tamil Nadu. In these chapters, after a brief study of each of the forms, their history, 
process of development etc., the main focus has been to analyse the approach to 
acting that we find in these forms. This analysis makes use of Sanskritic postulates 
regarding acting, as well as modem Western theories. 

In chapter 6 an attempt has been made to theorise on the common factors 
regarding acting that we find in these forms. All these forms seem to have influenced or 
drawn inspiration and ideas from one another. This is only natural as they have existed in 
neighbouring states. They also share certain common qualities, that can be traced to 
Dravidian anticidents. In addition, all of them seem to have been deeply influenced by 
Bhakti movement, some time in their development. All of them deal with the stories from 
the Indian epics and Puranas. Thus Terukkuttu deals with stories from Mahabharata 
and is played in front of temples of Draupadi amman. Kathakali was earlier known as 
Ramanattam, the play about Lord Rama, the hero of Ramayana. The most famous text 
of Kuchipudi was Bhamakalapam dealing with the relation between Krishna and his 
consort Sathyabhama. Yakshagana until recently dealt with only stories from epics and 
Puranas. Udupi the great Madhva centre has also been the centre of Yakshagana 
activities. As such, it is only natural that these forms have influenced each other. These 
forms also share a ritualistic context and meaning contained within the forms. This 
helped them in securing a safe base in the socio, religions context. 

This theorising is done with the help of concepts like ‘body v/s mind’, ‘form 
and content’, ‘actor-character dialectic ’ etc. All these forms also have a ritualistic 
context and content. We find ‘possession’ in some of these forms- the spirit of the 
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deity seems to possess some of the characters during performance. Through an analysis 
of this process, we confront the cmcial question - is the actor possessed by the character 
he is playing? Through such an analysis, an attempt has been made to find out the 
fundamentals of acting that we find in these dance-dramas. 

By positing such a theory, the conceptual foundations of acting and character 
representation that we find in forms has been analysed. Emphasis has also been laid 
on finding out where this approach differs from Sanskritic approach on the one hand 
and Western approaches on the other. 

Such a study it is hoped will be of immense interest not merely to folklorists 
and students of culture, but also to the practitioners of modem theatre. We have 
already referred to the movement ‘Back to the Roots’ where elements of Traditional 
theatre were being used by modern practitioners of theatre. But instead of merely 
using them as decorative frills, if they can go into the essence of acting and performance 
found in these forms,they will have caught the real spirit of these traditional forms. The 
attempt in this study is precisely this - to understand the conceptual foundations of 
acting in these forms and thereby understand the world view and philosophical 
foundations of Dravidian culture, in which performance plays a very major role. Through 
such an approach, modem Indian theatre can also develop an authentic Indian theatre 
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that is based on our own roots rather than on borrowed Western models. 


CHAPTER-1 

APPROACHES TO ACTING 
Some Past Theories 


In this chapter, we shall deal with some of the past theories of acting, Indian as 
well as Western. It is only in the light of these, that we can analyse the approach to 
acting of South Indian dance-drama forms that we are trying to study here. In this 
chapter, I have dealt with Natya Shastra and other ancient Indian theories as well as 
some western thinkers of 20th century. 


Bharata Muni’s Natya Shastra 

The Natya Shastra of Bharatamuni is considered as the encyclopedia of 
performance of ancient India. There has been a lot of dispute about its date, authorship 
etc., but now it is commonly conceded that its period may be around 1st century B.C. 
Scholars believe that there must have been other works on theatre and performance 
and that Bharata must have systematically collated and given a shape and order to the 
earlier approaches in Natya Shastra. 

After Bharata, there have been a number of commentaries and explanatory notes 
of Natya Shastra down the ages until the time of Abhinava Gupta (10th c. A.D.) and 
Sharadatanaya (13th c. A.D.). Among the earlier commentators, mention may be 
made of Bhattalollata, Shankuka, Bhattanayaka, Tauta Bhatta etc. 

As mentioned earlier, Natya Shastra is an encyclopediac work covering 
every aspect of performance. It is rightly famous for expounding on the joy of aesthetic 
experience through Rasa Theory. This work deals with all aspects of performance 
including playhouse, spectators etc. Naturally a major part of Natya Shastra is devoted 
to abhinaya - histrionic representation. Let us look at certain general issues, before 
we deal with Natya Shastra’s approach to abhinaya. 

It is believed that the art of dancing, which represents one of the basic instincts of 
man, was later developed into the art of theatre. The purpose was to enable people to 
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gain familiarity with Vedic truths. In the Natya Shashtra itself we have a story regarding 
the origin of Natya Veda. After the end of Satyayuga (The age of truth), people took 
to sensual ways and were affected with jealousy and anger. Indra, the chief of Gods, 
went to Brahman with a request to create an object of diversion, which must be audible 
as well as visible; more over it had to be accessible to members of all castes since the 
Vedas were not open to Shudras and non Brahmins. So Brahman created the Natya 
Veda , taking elements from each of the four vedas, and this became the fifth veda. 


Natya - Dravidian origin 

Dravidian linguists scholars argue that the word natya belongs to Proto - Dravidian 
language. They argue that Nritta found in Natya Shastra is derived from Natya 
meaning to dance. It is believed that the presiding deity of dance is Nataraja, a Dravidian 
god. (A.R. Krishnashastri, the famous Kannada scholar, opines that Dionysus, the 
Greek god of performance, must have gone from India to Greece). Even today many 
of the technical terms used by dance teachers, to indicate different steps of nritta like 
tattadavu , mettadavu, etc. are all derived from adavu - a Dravidian term. Because 
of all these reasons, some scholars argue that Natya is of Dravidian origin and that 
Bharat Natya represents the fruition of Aryan and Dravidian cultures. [See Abhinaya 
Sidhanta, (Kan) 2001, 2-3]. 


Abhinaya in Natya Shastra 

Abhinaya is derived from two root words, abhi-nii meaning ‘to bring near’. 
Natya Shastra is also known as Abhinaya Shastra, which shows the prominence 
given to abhinaya. Bharata classifies abhinaya into four: angika, vachika, aharya 
and satvika. 


Angika 

Angika includes all bodily movements, gestures etc. including facial expressions. 
Natya Shastra meticulously divides and classifies different parts of the body and possible 
movements. In fact this division and naming is so detailed and elaborate that it recognises 
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26 types of abhinaya of the eyes, 9 of the neck, 24 gestures and mudras by hands 
etc. 

It also describes the gait / walk of persons in different positions of life, women, 
courtesans etc;, it also describes how sleep should be shown only if the story line 
needs such a visualisation. 


Vachika 

This deals with use of voice and language in the process of acting. The language 
should be grammatically correct and this chapter also deals with grammar. He gives 
ample examples of poetry and different metrical compositions. 

He mentions four types of languages and seven regional variations like Magadhi, 
Avanti etc. The artists were also supposed to be fami li ar with language varieties used 
in different geographical regions as well as language used by people of different social 
standing. 

He also mentions four vrittis. They arc Bharati, Satvati, Kaishiki and Arbhati. 
These also indicate four types of acting. These vrittis are used to evoke different 
rasas. For example humorous and erotic scenes evoking sringara, can be presented 
through Kaishiki. Heroic actions can be depicted through Satwati; Raudra (horrific) 
rasa can be evoked through Arbhati, and Karuna through Bharati. The four vrittis 
can be found in the same production or in different productions. 


Aharya 

Aharya refers to costumes, make-up, stage props etc. It is surprising that Bharata 
includes this aspect of performance also as part of acting. But we can understand its 
importance to the actor because the process of conversion of actor to character begins 
only with make-up and appropriate costumes. In addition, in many of the forms under 
study here, the actors do their own makeup and so aharya becomes part of the 
psychological build-up of character as well. Added to this, in the forms under study 
here, there are well defined character types and these types are indicated by specific 
costume and make-up. The style of Acting is largly decided by the character type. In 
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the forms under study here we have different character types in Yakshagana, Terukkuttu 
and Kathakali as indicated by the costumes worn by different characters. 

Satvika 

The fourth element mentioned by Bharata with regard to Abhinaya is Satvika 
(Temperamental). Bharata mentions temperamental states like paralysis, perspiration, 
horripilation, change of voice, trembling, change of colour, weeping and fainting. In 
ordinary life, such states are involuntary but an expert actor can recreate these states. 
He can bring out real tears though he is neither happy nor sad. In this connection, 
Bharata also mentions Samanyabhinaya and Chitrabhinaya. Regarding the personal 
self of the actor; Bharata states that success in drama is possible only when the actor 
has over come and suppressed his personal self - Swabhavas tyajyate (Natya Shastra 
XXI121-124). 

Acting is a process that involves both body and mind. If aspects like angika and 
aharya involve the physical bodily aspect, Satvika refers to the mental /emotional 
aspect of acting. With satvikabhinaya we are confronted with a very crucial question 
with regard to acting: Is the actor involved or not involved in the emotions of the 
character? Does he draw from his own personal life, to enact similar emotions? 
Connected to all these questions is the crucial question: What role does the mind play 
in the process of acting and character representation. These questions, specially 
involvement or non-involvement of the actor has been analysed by later commentators 
of Natya Shastra in different ways. Abhinava Gupta, for example summerises the 
position of earlier scholar like Bhatta Lollata and Sankuka, before presenting his own 
view of the nature of rasa and the actor’s role in achieving it. 

Bhatta Lollata gives the example of the serpant and the rope (confusing one for 
the other) and says, “The actor creates an illusion, he is the master of maya. The 
spectators are subject to his maya... [which] is productive of rasa”. According to 
Abhinava Gupta, the actor is an instrument for conveying rasa to the spectators. He 
explains this process by referring to the two meanings of the Sanskrit word, palra; it 
means a character; it also means a vessel in which food is cooked. Just as the patra 
(vessel) can not have any relish for the taste of food, the actor is only a vehicle for 
conveying the rasa to the spectators. 
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Commenting on the different positions of these ancient scholars, and trying to 
relate these arguments to the present day concept of acting, Meyer says: 

Starting with the contradiction in the Natya Shastra, we find that Bhatta 
Lollata appears to defend if vaguely, an identification and involvement whereas 
Sri Sankuka and Abhinava Gupta argue against such an involvement. Among 
contemporary critics. Thanji points out that, “to say that the actor does not 
feel anything qua himself, does not imply that, he does not imaginatively 
reconstruct the emotive experience of the character he portrays. In support 
of this argument, he mentions Bharata’s emphasis on satvika abhinaya, the 
means of his trionic representation, dealing with temperamental states. He 
interprets these means as, “internalisation of emotive experience on the part 
of the actor” This view presents a compromise. (2001, 106). 

Thus we find that in the light of contemporary approaches to acting, the term 
satvika abhinaya, needs to be understood and interpreted in a slightly different light. 
There is justification for this in Natya Shastra itself in the light of the different meanings 
of the word sattva. 

If we are to express this in the modem terminology regarding acting, we can say 
that Satvika abhinaya refers to the internal mental process of acting just as angika 
and vachika refer to the bodily physical process of acting. The above quotation 
explains the process of acting according to Natya Shastra in modem terms but it also 
raises several important questions like: is acting a physical process or a mental process? 
Does the actor invest the ‘emotional memory’ from his personal life in the delienation 
of the character’s emotions (as recommended by Stanislavski)? Which comes first - 
the mind or the body? To expand the above question-do the emotions felt by the actor 
produce the corresponding gestures and facial expressions or do the gestures and 
movement of facial muscles produce the appropriate emotions in the actor? Does the 
actor also experience the rasa before communicating it to the spectators? These and 
such other questions become important in analysing the importance of Natya Shastra 
at the present juncture and in analysing Western theatre practitioners’ interest in Indian 
forms as well as theoretical approaches. For example, G. K. Bhatt, trying to analyse, 
the Sanskritic approach in terms of Western terminology, says, “It denotes that mode 
and an ability on the part of an actor whereby he concentrates his mind wholly on the 
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mental state to be represented and renders it with convincing facial expressions and 
physical manifestation as if the state is his own as in real life” (Bhatt GK. as quoted in 
AnupaPande, 1991,48). 

Impact of Natya Sliastra and Indian Approach to Acting on Western 
Theorists and Practitioners 

Many Western practitioners of theatre, who were in search of a non-realistic 
approach to acting, totally different from Stanislavski’s approaches to acting and actor 
training, turned to Eastern theatre. Many of them were attracted to Indian approaches. 
Some like Grotowski and Eugene Barba were attracted to the system of actor training 
followed in Kathakali and Kudiattam. 

The impact of Natya Shastra on Western practitioners of theatre, can be seen 
only in the second half of 20th C. because the first full translation of Natya Shastra 
appeared only in 1950. (Meyer, 107). Richard Schchner for example, thinks of 
Natya Shastra as a ‘do it yourself manual of actor training’. He argues that the 
practice of proper gestures arouses the corresponding feeling in the performer. (This 
comes close to Meyerhold’s theory of Biomechanics) 

J. Grotowski and Eugene Barba both became very impressed by what they saw 
in Kerala Kalamandalam at Cheruthuruthi, Kerala. What impressed them most was 
the process of training of actors where each any a (limb), and upanga (parts of limb) 
are trained seperately. Rather than blind imitation, their process of reception of Indian 
influence, depended on using the techniques in the training of the Western actor. This 
emphasis on bodily training, paying attention, to each limb and part of the face, has left 
many Western practitioners with many unanswered questions. Richard Schechner for 
example, is said to have commented, “Kathakali has only signifiers and no signified” 
(Kaladharan, personal interview) 

This shows how the actor, in the course of training learns the physical aspect 
of acting through training. As he matures, he learns (mostly on his own) how these can 
be used for building a character. This process, we can observe only in a few artists 
who achieve that maturity and felicity of using the ‘signifiers’ for creating a new ‘signified’. 
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Grotowski later in his life became disillusioned with the Indian approach because 
as he said one can not merely adopt the technique without the aesthetics and 
philosophical grounding that goes with it. Peter Brook on the other hand, derived 
some of the concepts of his ‘theatre anthropology’ from ‘Natya Shastra ’. He also 
utilised them in his production of Mahabharata. 

Kramer has tried to compare Natya Shastra’s apprach to acting with that of 
Stanislavski. He argues, “the determinant ( vibhava ) causes a specific emotional state 
(. bhava ) which in turn causes a consequent ( anubhava ). This according to him is 
similar to Stanislaski’s stand ‘given cirumstances cause emotions, cause behaviour’ ”. 
(Quoted in Meyer 108-09). 

Trying to understand the Indian approach to acting as discussed in Natya Sluistra 
in the light of Indian philosophical positions, Meyer explains how this approch is radically 
different from Western approaches. “Compared with the majority of Western 
approaches to acting, a striking picture emerges. Through acting, the actor himself 
may achieve a state of enlightenment and perfection not only in his ait while performing, 
but also in everyday life”.(2001, ) 

We can also observe that the intermingling of Indian and Western appraches is 
leading to a lot of intercultural exchanges not merely in the West but also within India in 
the experiments being conducted in modem theatre by today’s directors, in their search 
for their own roots. This has led to a theatrical movement called, “Back to the Roots”, 
where exponents of modem theatre, are using elements of traditional performing arts 
in their productions. It is also unfortunate that nobody has tried to develop a cogent 
theory for such experiments or studied their impact on acting. 


Western Approaches to Acting 

Some Western Theorists 

Western approach to acting is as old as western tradition of performance, which 
goes back to Greek civilization. After that great period, there have been other periods 
of great creative activities like Shakespearean period in England and Moliere’s age in 
France. But the theories regarding acting and the various approaches specially in 
realistic acting emerged only in 20th C. We will now deal with some theorists of 20th 
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c., who have been a great influence on approaches to acting, and training not merely in 
the West but in India as well. 

Stanislavski and his system 

C. Stanislavski (1863-1938) of Russia is perhaps the most influential figure in 
theatre acting in 20th c. He is the originator of the realistic school in the early part of 
20th c., which he evolved for the staging of Chekov’s plays. He was the founder of 
Moscow Art Theatre. Stanislavski’s system became phenominally popular in U.S. A. 
and Hollywood as well, where Lee Strasborg evolved his ‘Method School’ basing it 
on Stanislavski’s system. 

Stanislavski’s system evolved as a rejection of the style of acting which existed in 
19th C., which was basically Romantic and based on star system where the actor was 
always greater than the character he represented. Stanislavski rejected this as 
purposeless and exhibitionistic. 

There were some actors also who were well versed in presenting different 
emotions. They had practiced the needed body postures, gestures and movements, 
that would communicate the appropriate emotions to the spectators. Stanislavski 
rejected this method also as they copied only the physical, outer representations of 
certain emotions. Their acting became routine and mechanical and after repeated 
shows, the acting became lifeless. 

According to Stanislavski, real acting does not depend on any artificial 
techniques. The actor should not enact a character; he should live it. So he gave equal 
importance to outer physical manifestation and internal preparation by the actor, where 
he depended on his imagination and drew from the experience of his real life which 
Stanislavski calls ‘Emotional Memory’. As he says in An Actor Prepares. “A creative 
artist feels his own life in the life of the part and the life of his part identical with his 
personal life. This identification results in a miraculous metamorphosis” (1936) He 
created appropriate exercises like “magic if' where he would give different 
circumstances and not physical details which the actor had to find out h im self. 

The actor, thus prepared, confronts the text; he should also pay attention to the 
sub-text and the purpose behind the text. 
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In the beginning, Stanislavski in his system focussed on creating truthful emotions, 
based on the actor’s personal life. In his later experiments, he concentrated on the 
method of physical action, where he believed that appropriate physical actions create 
the concerned emotions. This does not imply that he ever rejected ‘emotional memory’, 
though the emphasis fell on physical action, which according to him was another means 
of accessing emotion. 

Stanislavski’s influence has been far reaching and he was and still is the dominent 
figure whose methods are followed in actor training all over the world, even to this day. 


Meyerhold and his biomechanics. 

Meyerhold is also a Russian theatre personality who devised the system called 
‘Biomechanics’ which can be called a global theatrical system, which involved a 
rethinking regarding the actor’s role in theatre communication. He revolutionised the 
concept of theatre, dramatic element etc. which became hotly debated issues in Russian 
theatrical circles. 

Anyhow, we are concerned here only with his experiments and thoughts regarding 
the actor and actor training. He developed a system called Biomechanics which he 
developed to show the creativity of the actor. He describes biomechanics as, “(It) is 
not a theatrical system nor a specific kind of training, it is a part of the exercises in the area 
of culture”, (www.unet.com.mk). He insisted that the material of the actor’s art is the 
human body which he should train to be a perfect machine using it to the utmost limits. 

Meyerhold based his philosophy of theatre on Fredrick Taylor’s theory of 
‘Scientific Management’, which advocated deriving maximum result from minimum 
effort. Another approach that influenced him greatly was reflexology of James. Studying 
involuntary reflexive, physical body movements and facial muscles, James shows how 
particular emotional states create particular body and facial movements. Based on 
these two approaches, Meyerhold developed 16 theatre games, to train the actors in 
his theory of biomechanics. He drew many of these from earlier theatrical styles like 
circus, vaudeville, commedia dell arte etc. 
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We can say that Meyerhold’s Biomechanics as an approach to acting, takes a 
stand that is the opposite of Stanislavski. Stanislavski insisted on ‘emotional memory’ 
and the acting process begins with the mind and emotion, which finds appropriate 
bodily movements and gesture. Meyerhold on the other hand lays emphasis on 
appropriate bodily action and facial gesture which will ‘reflexively ’ create the related 
emotional state in the actor. We can see that these two approaches define two extremes 
in the theory of acting. Naturally both these thinkers devised appropriate physical / 
emotional exercises to train the actors according to their vision. 

Bertolt Brecht 

Bertolt Brecht is one of the most important theatre persons of 20th C. He was 
a dramatist and a thinker who through his theories and practice (both in writing of 
plays and in their production), led to a new ‘political’ theatre very different from the 
realistic theatre that created an illusion of reality; instead he argued that the broadest 
function of theatre was to educate. 

For this purpose, he created his influential theory of ‘epic theatre’, wherein the 
play should provoke self reflection, and rational criticism instead of making the spectator 
to emotionally merge with the characters and action on stage, by identifying with it. 
This ki nd of identification would make the audience complacent. Instead he wants 
theatre to focus on social ills and the spectator should be moved to bring about social 
change. 

So he developed a new theory of theatre that insisted that a play should be a 
representation of reality and not reality itself. He calls this new theatre “epic theatre”. 
He also wants the audience to remember always that they are watching a play and not 
forget themselves in the illusion created on stage. 

For this purpose, he uses certain techniques to create what he calls 
“Verfmmsdungseffect (usually translated as alienation effect). He uses many techniques 
in his productions to create this effect whereby the spectator is made aware that he is 
watching a play. Through such techniques, he draws attention to the ‘constructed’ 
nature of the theatrical event. Thus he rejected many of the practices of theatre of his 
time, which aimed at creating an illusion of reality. His purpose was to ‘educate’ the 
spectator and make hi m politically conscious that he can change the reality. 
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His theory of Acting 


Brecht’s approach to acting and character representation is naturally in accordance 
with his theory of ‘Epic Theatre’. He does not want the actor to create the illusion of 
a character as though in real life. He instructs the actor to: 

1) Understand your character well before you merge into the character. 

2) In the second stage achieve sympathy with the character ; grasp the 
emotional essence of the character. 

3) In the third stage, observe the role from outside, from the perspective of 
the society. 

In accordance with the principles of epic theatre, Brecht does not want the actor 
to identify himself with the character completely nor merge in it totally. He argues that 
the acting of the role, must also be a critical evaluation, estimation of the role. Brecht’s 
theories have been very influential in modem political theatre, specially Left oriented 
theatre. 


J. Grotowski and his notion of ‘Poor’ Theatre. 

Jerzy Grotowski belongs to Poland. There, working with a set of chosen actors, 
in the ‘Laboratory’, he developed his theory of ‘Poor’ theatre. By rejecting the ‘rich 
theatre’ which included sets, lighting, costumes etc., Grotowski through a process of 
rejection, reduces theatre and the event of performance to the barest minimum. The 
two poles that are absolutely necessary for any event of performance are - the actor 
and the spectator. All others, like design, set, lighting, he rejects as superfluous. He 
even rejects the play script as superfluous. As he states: 

By gradually eliminating whatever proved superfluous, we found that theatre 
can exist without make-up, without autonomic costume and scenography, 
without a separate performance area (stage), without lighting and sound 
effects, etc. It cannot exist without the spectator relationship of perceptual, 
direct, communion. This is an ancient theoretical truth, of course, but when 
rigorously tested in practice it undermines most of our usual ideas about 
theatre. It challenges the notion of theatre as a synthesis of disparate creative 
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discipline: literature, sculpture, painting, architecture, lighting, acting... (1968, 

19). 

He developed vigorous physical and vocal exercises for training the actor to use 
his body for theatrical action. The purpose of theatre according to him was to break 
the barrier, to fill the vaccum, to attain salvation. He believes that the communication 
in theatre can take place only through the actor’s body. 

His target audience, is also not any one who comes to watch the performance, 
but one who partakes with the actor in this spiritual quest. Both have to engage in self 
search and realisation. So he emphasises on ‘the sacredness of the actor’. When the 
actor enters the performance space, he enters into a holy relationship with the spectator. 
The audience is also challenged to think and be transformed. Thus theatre is much 
more than mere entertainment. It is a place where sacred rituals of theatre are played, 
in which the actor and the spectator are both participants. This philosophy of theatre 
was best realised in Grotowski’s production, Apocalypsis Cum Figuris. 

Grotowski was a revolutionary figure who redefined the purpose of theatre. He 
created suitable exercises, for tuning the body of the actor, whereby he could create 
through his body alone, the experience of all other trappings of theatre. His theatrical 
model was utilised by experimental and political theatres in India, where he became a 
very influential figure. 

The above is only a brief study of some of the most important approaches to the 
question of acting and theatre, that emerged in the 20th C. To this list we can also add 
for example Antonin Artaud’s “Theatre of Cruelty”; Peter Brook’s experiments in 
Interculturism, Eugenio Barba, who was greatly influenced by Kathakali, and many 
others. I have only dealt with those thinkers and theorists who have influenced actor 
training in India by and large. 
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CHAPTER -2 

YAKSHAGANA AND OTHER 

TRADITIONAL THEATRE FORMS OF 
KARNATAKA 


Karnataka has a rich array of traditional performing arts- classical, folk and a few 
others that exhibit qualities of both. Some of these forms have a recorded history of 
more than 500 years. We find references to performance (stage forms, performing 
castes etc.) from 10 th c. onwards. But of the forms that are extant now, most seem to 
have emerged in their present form from 15 th c. onwards. No doubt they have used 
many elements from the earlier traditions, which have not survived now. 

The traditional performing arts of Karnataka are performed in the open air and 
are known by the name bayalata (open-air performance). The common name for this 
all night performance is yakshagana. Its two main variants arc Mudalapaya (eastern 
style) and Paduvalapaya (western style- also known as coastal yakshagana). Coastal 
yakshagana is prevalent in the coastal belt of Karnataka and the adjoining Malnad 
regions. Mudalapaya is popular in the plains of Karnataka. In the northern part of 
Karnataka it is also known as Doddata (major play / performance) because another 
form called Sannata (minor play, not based on puranas ) is also prevalent in this area. 

Yakshagana (the song of the yakshas - semi - divine beings) refers to the literary 
work as well as to the theatrical.form (In Telugu, Yakshagana refers mostly to the 
literary form.) This form is also known by other names such as Dashavatara ata 
(play about the ten incarnations of Lord Visnu) and Bhagavatara ata (play/ 
performance conducted by the Bhagavata - the lead singer of the troup; it may also 
mean a play about the life of Krishna as Krishna’s life story is called Bhagavata.) 
However in popular parlance, yakshagana is most often refered to as ata (play / 
performance). 

The etymology and exact meaning of the term yakshagana has been a matter of 
much scholarly discussion. This discussion is related to the one regarding the origin of 
yakshagana. The word yaksha, refers to a class of semi divine beings, attendants of 
Kubera. B. Malashetty, an expert of Doddata and other forms of North Karnataka, 
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draws our attention to some words related to performance found in Old Kannada 
poetry: “The word (Yekkalagana - mentioned in Chandraprabha Purana of 12 C. 
A.D) has synonyms like ekka, ekkadiga, jakka, yakshandola. Scholars hold that 
yakshagana is a mode of singing and that yekkalagana denotes the art of the musician. 
People belonging to the caste jakkalu ... are still found living on the banks of Godawari 
river in Andhra Pradesh” (1983,407). 

From the above remark, it may be surmised that yakshagana was originally a 
form of music. Some scholars like K. Krishna Bhat and Sri Krishna Bhat Artikaje are 
of the opinion that the word yakshagana refers to its ritualistic function - as a mode of 
worship. Look at Artikaje’s remark, “The view that in Sanskrit yaksha means ‘to 
worship’ and that the song which originated as a means of worship, is naturally called 
yakshagana, is in line with a general Indian approach to art, which takes music and the 
other arts as not mere forms of entertainment but as a way of reaching the divine.” 
(1991, 422) Krishna Bhat is of the opinion that yakshagana refers to the form of 
writing, which was sung in the temples as a mode of worship. He argues further that 
this form of worship, with music, where the songs were in Kannada (instead of Sanskrit) 
was started by a group of Vaishnava saints during Vijayanagar rule. (1975, XIV-XV). 

The term yakshagana today refers to the theatrical medium using music, dance, 
costumes, dialogue etc. Shivarama Karanth, a great novelist in Kannada and Gyan 
Peeth awardee, is also a great scholar who not merely wrote the first book on 
yakshagana, but also worked with the artists to keep up the ‘purity’ of the form. In his 
book, he opines that yakshagana was a seperate style of music distinct form Hindustani 
and Kamatik style of music prevalent now. He quotes references form Sarangadeva 
[A.D. 1210 - 1247] who refers to Jakka , and Govinda Dikshita (A.D. 1628), which 
Karanth takes as references to yakshagana. 

References to yakshagana are also found in Telugu works of 14 th and 15 th centuries. 

From the above references it may be surmised that yakshagana was originally a 
style of music to which other aspects like dance, costumes, acting etc. must have been 
added in course of time drawing from other folk forms. Mohan Kuntar in a recent 
book argues that the musicians belonged to Brahmin caste and that the actors (called 
mummela - what is seen / projected) came from non-brahminical castes; also that the 
musicians belonged to Vaishnava / Madhva faith, and were worshippers of Vishnu (in 
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any form of the ten incarnations), whereas the actors belonged to Shaiva faith 
(worshippers of Siva - the god of destruction). He further opines that Yakshagana 
was the result of a synthesis of these two faiths. 

The invocatory songs that appear in the beginning of any Prasanga, (lit. episode; 
the word refers to the written script as well as the particular episode to be performaned) 
supports the view that yakshagana must have been a style of music. 

The writer of the Prasanga in the invocatory song states that he is going to tell / 
narrate such and such an episode. We can take the following couplet from Parti 
Subba’s Pattabhisheka, the intended coronation of Rama. 

Battisakruti ragatala vidhadim Ramayanamam Pelvuda 

Bhaktidhyanadi Keldu Punya Katheyum Santosamam Malpadu 

(The story of Ramayana will be narrated using thirty two varities of raga and 
tala. Listen to this divine story with devotion and concentration and get happiness.) 

From this quotation, it is clear that the performance was primarily musical as 
evidenced from words like pelvuda (telling / narrating) and Keldu (listening). It is 
interesting to note that this form of invocation is found in all prasangas including the 
ones that are written now and are meant primarily for theatrical performance. Yakshagana 
music has ceased to be a seperate musical tradition and now it survives only as part of 
the theatrical tradition. 

The term Yakshagana, in popular parlance, is most often used to refer only to 
coastal yakshagana, because of the popularity and exposure it has received at the 
national and international level. This form and its variants will be analysed first and 
other traditional forms of Karnataka like mudalapaya, doddata, sannata etc. will be 
dealt with later. 


Yakshagana: Regional variations 

In the yaksagana of the coastal regions, two main variants are recognized. The 
style that is prevalent to the south of Padubidre and extending up to the northern 
regions of Kerala is called tenkutittu (southern region). The style that is found to the 
north of this region consisting of the northern part of Dakshina Kannada and the whole 
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of Uttara Kannada district including the Malenaad regions is known as badagu tittu 
[The northern variety is further divided into northern and far northern (Uttara Kannada) 
varieties.] The geographical area of tenkutittu also roughly coincides with the area 
where Tulu is spoken (excepting the area around Udupi, where Tulu is spoken but its 
yaksagana belongs to badagu tittu). 

The difference between tenku and badagu styles of yaksagana may be summed 
up as under. The most prominent changes between tenku and badagu styles are in 
the areas of costume and dance. In costume and make-up, tenku style shows certain 
proximity to Kathakali. Mundaasa, (lit. turban: = the unique headgear of badagu 
style) is not found in tenku style. The difference is most pronounced in the case of 
bannada veesa (lit. coloured roles: = demonic characters). This is an aspect that is 
most highly developed in tenku style. The face is decorated with dots made of rice 
flour and lime which may be made to emerge for about two to three centimeters by 
repeated application. There are different dot patterns for different characters. The 
depiction of demonic characters is the most impressive aspect of tenku tittu. In 
badagu style, the depiction of demonic characters is neither as well codified nor as 
elaborately developed as in tenku style. 

In music, most of the raagas and their modes of development, remain the same. 
The changes can be seen in the accompanying instruments. In badagu, the singer uses 
a small pair of cymbals, whereas in tenku a metallic gong (jaagate) is used. The 
percussion instruments. Cande and maddale, in tenku are bigger in size and have a 
deep bass sound, resembling the ones used in Kathakali. In badagu, the cande player 
sits to the extreme right of the singer, whereas in tenku, the cande player stands to the 
left of the singer. In tenku a pair of medium sized cymbals are used in scenes of brisk 
action like battle scenes etc. 

In dance, the emphasis in badagu is on graceful steps and wavy movements of 
the body, whereas in tenku, it is more on whirls, turns and jumps which are more 
suited for communicating the ‘manly’ qualities like courage, valour etc.; in acting too, 
the emphasis in badagu is on emotive acting whereas in tenku, of late, it has been on 
improvised speech. In fact, the talent for improvised speech has come to have an 
overriding importance in tenku style at present, at the expense of other aspects like 
dance, emotive acting or even costume and make-up. 
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Viewed synchronically, the changes taking place now, have had a double impact 
on the two styles of yakshagana. On the one hand, due to the improvement in 
communication, the contacts between the two styles have become closer. Several 
artists belonging to one style, are performing in troupes belonging to another style and 
this has resulted in a certain amalgamation of the elements of both the styles. The 
organization of troupes along commercial lines has also led to a certain uniformity 
regarding organization, style of performance, the living conditions of artistes etc. On 
the other hand, the rise of Tulu yakshagana has led to a divergence of ways that is 
sharp and distinct, as is evidenced in the change of language, the changes in costumes, 
themes etc. Tulu yakshagana is played only in tenku style. Tulu yakshagana has 
broken away in many ways from the traditional format of yakshagana and its influence 
can be witnessed even on traditional prasangas performed in Kannada in tenku tittu. 
In comparison, badagu has retained more of the traditional features and the changes 
taking place in it are at a subtler level. This has led to new differences emerging 
between the two styles. In spite of these differences, there are very marked and 
fundamental similarities like the use of the same written scripts, the similarity of the 
entire structure, the music, of the context of performance etc. So, one can say that 
they are regional variants of the same form. 

Between the two northern styles of badagu, the differences are far less 
pronounced. The differences are more subtle and pertain chiefly to the different styles 
of acting. In most other respects like costumes, musical instruments, and the prasangas 
used, they are similar. So far as acting and dancing are concerned, the far northern 
style (of Uttara Kannada district) is more relaxed with prominent use of hastamudras 
(hand gestures), the emphasis being on representing the words of the song through 
gestures, mudras and dance whereas in the other badagu style, the emphasis is on 
nritta (pure dance) in fast rhythm. This kind of dance is often referred to as nirbhava 
nrtya (emotionless dance). This dance naturally needs more physical energy whereas 
the far northern style needs more of an intellectual approach with emphasis on gestural 
representation and elaboration of the meaning and the emotional content of the song. 
It may be of interest to note that the far northern style has been dominated by Havyak 
Brahmins, whereas in badagu style, the majority of artistes are from non-Brahmin 
castes. These changes naturally become prominent markers, which indicate different 
approaches to acting. In the far northern style, the emphasis is on elaboration of the 
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words / content of the by the song, through gestures and mudras, in the other badagu, 
it is on nritta and brisk dance and body movement. 

However, in the last 20-30 years, these two styles are merging so fast, that it may 
not be possible to differentiate them in a few decades from now. One reason for this 
has been the free movement of artistes of one style who are now working in troupes 
belonging to another style. Another, perhaps the major reason, is that the most talented 
and popular artistes of the last two decades like Shambhu Hegde and Chittani 
Ramachandra Hegde belong to the far northern style. Yakshagana, till recently, did not 
have any institutionalized system of training and so, the young artistes more often, 
leamt the art by copying the famous artistes. As a result,, we find that many young 
artistes of the present (of both style of badagu ) try to copy the famous artistes mentioned 
earlier. Because of all these developments, the synthesis of the two styler of badagu 
has now become highly pronounced. 


Performance : 

Traditionally yakshagana performance was an all night affair. One episode from 
the great epics, Ramayana and Mahabharatha or from other puranas (some times 
two different episodes) would be performed. The written script of yakshagana is 
called prasanga, which literally means an episode. It refers to the written work as 
well as to the episode to be performed from the vast canvas of the epic world. 

Traditionally a yakshagana performance begins with certain prehminaries, which 
are common to all performances. Bharata Muni calls it purvaranga and in yakshagana 
it is called Sabha Lakshana. In fact, the preliminaries begin in the green room itself 
with the worship of the deity. The strong ritualistic basis of these performance traditions 
becomes clear in these aspects. 


Preliminaries performed on the stage 

These are certain fixed features to be performed before the commencement of 
the story to be performed. In the past, and in open-air performances,even to this day, 
they were performed in great detail. In the present day performances they are presented 
in a curtailed form (or some times not performed at all). 
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Before the actors appear on the stage, the musician and the instrumentalists enter 
the stage. The singer sings a few songs, which are in the form of incantation to certain 
deities. These songs also describe the stage, the qualities to be possessed by the actor 
etc. 

In open-air performances, the first actors to appear on the stage, are the Kodangis 
(clowns or their assistants). They would dance to these songs and by their clowning 
entertain the spectators. There were also a number of set humourous pieces that 
would be enacted. This practice has almost vanished now. 


Balagopalas (young actors) 

These are two young actors, in the costume type of young heroes. Tradition has 
it that these are Krishna and Balarama. Their dance is brisk and fast. Along with the 
dance, prominent use is also made of hast a mudras (hand gestures) indicating the 
words of the song. After the songs, a crown is brought on the stage and is worshipped 
by waving the sacred flame. It is interesting to note that, the crown itself suggests the 
image of the deity. This also points to the highly symbolic nature of representation in 
yakshagana. Young novices who want to get trained as actors, begin with these 
character-types like Kodangi or balagopala. 

Strivesha - Female characters 

The next part of the preliminaries consists of the dance by two strivesha (female 
characters; in yakshagana, female roles are played by men only). The identity of these 
characters is also kept vague. The songs pertaining to their dance highlight Sringara 
(erotic emotions), and are usually those that deal with Krishna’s relation with Radha or 
other milk maids of Brindavan. The costumes of female characters do not con fir m to 
the general structure of yakshagana costumes. 

Oddolaga : First appearance of Characters. 

Oddolaga (a great assembly; a royal audience) is a dance sequence that shows 
the qualities of a constant as well as a variable feature of yakshagana performance. 
The narrative of each prasanga has to start with an oddolaga. But the oddotaga to 


34 


be performed depends on the episode to follow. If the episode to be performed is 
from Ramayana, the oddolaga will be either of Dasaratha or that of Rama; if it is from 
Mahabharata it will be of Pandavas. Some prasangas begin with Indra’s oddalaga. 

In this sequence, each character appears from behind the hand held curtain. He 
exposes his costume and make-up part by part by playing with the hand-held curtain, 
and emerging from behind it. The dance consists of quick foot work, and turns and 
twists of the body to the music that rises to a crescendo. The entire dance-sequence 
appears very thrilling on the stage. This dance is a fine example of the choreography 
found in yakshagana. 

The first appearance of a major character is always through an oddolaga. Gods, 
warrior queens and even hunters have a special oddolagas. Mention has to be made 
of the first appearance of demonic characters called bannada veslia (lit. coloured 
role = demonic characters). Some times to highlight their entry, a burning torch is held 
on which resin powder is sprinkled from time to time. 

The oddolaga is followed by the speech by the main character. It is called 
pithike (introductory speech). Each prasanga deals with one small episode from the 
vast canvas of the epics. This speech situates the episode to be performed in the 
larger context of the epic world. For example, if the prasanga to be performed is 
Gadayuddha (the battle of maces: between Bhima and Duryodhana appearing at the 
end of the epic.), Dharmaraya succiently sums up the entire story of Mahabharata up 
to the episode to be performed. 


The Prasanga and its performance 

The written script of yakshagana is very different in form from the accepted notion 
of drama. Each prasanga contains only poems (from 250 to 350) written in different 
metres. They are neither divided into scenes nor into dialogues to be spoken by 
different characters. It exhibits the features of a mixed genre. It is composed like 
poetry, but has the potentiality of becoming drama when performed. These songs 
contain not merely the songs pertaining one or the other character, but also describe 
stage action and provide the background of the situation. As an example, we can take 
the following song from the prasanga, Indrajitu Kalaga: 
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[Indrajitu the son of Ravana, is famous for his valour and supernatural prowess in 
the battle field. When many of Ravana’s warriors are killed in the battle with Rama, 
Indrajithu enters the battle field with his father’s blessings. Then the following song is 
sung by the Bhagavata ] 

“With his father’s permission, the enemy of sleep (Indrajithu) went to the battle 
field on his chariot met the army of monkeys, felled and slayed them with his magic”. 

The details contained in this song are rarely enacted on the stage. These details 
are summed up by the actor (playing Indrajithu, in his improvised speech). 

The prasanga consists of loosely stmctured scenes in chronological order, usually 
episodic in nature. Emphasis is laid on scenes that highlight interaction between two 
characters. These scenes may be of argument and confrontation or of love and affection. 
Such scenes are thought of as the highlight of the performance as well and are elaborately 
developed. The emphasis will be on the elaboration of certain bhavas, specially, vira 
(heroic) and shringara (erotic). 

The performance of the written text, is guided by the oral tradition regarding its 
performance which has developed over centuries. This oral convention is called nade 
(gait or walk) or dari (path). Without a knowledge of this oral convention, it is 
impossible to understand how the written script takes shape in the performance text. 


Mangala : The closing prayer 

Every yakshagana performance comes to a close with mangala - the auspicious 
ending. The mangala dance signifies the ritualistic finale of the performance. Songs 
extolling the deity or deities are sung here. The strivesa waves the sacred flame in 
open-air performances, the bhagavata (lead singer and head of the troupe) receives 
remuneration from the sponsors and announces the blessings from the troupe’s deity. 
Led by the strivesa , all the performers proceed to the chauki (green room). Here, 
one more worship and mangala is performed. The performance, which began with 
the worship in the chauki ends in the same manner. The ritualistic frame-work of 
yakshagana becomes clear here. The entire performance is seen as part of God’s Ida 
(divine play). 
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Organisation 

Yakshagana troupes are organised in the names of temples or deities. In the past, 
the performances were always in the open, as the name bay data (open-air performance) 
suggests. The performances would be sponsored by individuals who would bear the 
entire cost of performance and make local arrangements. But the show would be 
open to everyone in the village. Such shows are called harake ata (vow performance). 
The devout would take a vow to organize a yakshagana performance if their wishes 
were fulfilled. For example, yakshagana shows were performed on occasions like 
marriage, child birth etc. To arrange a yakshagana performance was considered a 
sacred task. The ritualistic frame work of the organization, as wells as the ritualistic 
appeal was very clear. 

The troupes moved from village to village on foot. All the paraphernalia necessary 
for performance like costumes, musical instruments, stage props etc. were carried on 
the head; for which porters were also engaged. The artists were engaged for a season 
by the troupes and so a certain amount of professionalism was already visible. There 
was no special day for performance. The local arrangement would be looked after by 
the sponsor. This was how yakshagana troupes were organised in the past. Because 
of the ritualistic and artistic appeal, shows were organised quite regularly. 

Though troupes were organised in the names of temples, usually temple 
management had little to do with the running of the troupe. This was looked after by a 
manager, who would make all the arrangements like hiring artists, fixing shows etc. 
including the financial risk. 

Around 1950s, commercially organised troupes called ‘tent’ troupes came into 
existence. They perform in temporarily erected tents and admission is by sale of 
tickets. They perform outside the ritualistic frame of harake troupes. Such 
commericalisation has been responsible for many of the changes that we witness in 
yakshagana today like Tulu yakshagana, new prasangas on non-puranic themes, 
reduced ritualistic appeal etc. Both types of troupes are in existence now. Yakshagana 
has thus overcome the challenge posed by new media like cinema and television and 
has managed to retain its mass appeal. 
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Music and Dance 

Like any dance-drama form, the progession of any yakshagana performance is 
controlled by the music. The musicians sit on a raised platform at the back of the 
stage. The instruments used are sruti (the base pitch) box, cymbals played by the 
singer (called bhagavata ), maddale (percussion instrument) and chande, which is 
played in moments of battle, and heightened emotions. The role of the Bhagavata is so 
central, that he is often called modala vesha (first character). 

The Yakshagana style of music is different from two schools of classical music in 
India. It has developed as a powerful theatrical idiom capable of expressing different 
emotions. An important feature of yakshagana music is the prominence given to tala, 
rhythmic patterns, to suit the dancer and his acting / dance. 

One of the unique features of yakshagana music is its high pitch. Compared to 
other schools of music, the shruti (base note of the singer) is always on a higher scale. 
In open-air performances, the singer had to reach to everyone in the audience and this 
perhaps necessitated such ahigh pitch. One result of this high pitch was that the words 
of the song, many a time, became indistinct. Specially in war scenes the force of rendering, 
for example, was considered more important than clear annunciation of words. 

But now, with sound amplification systems, yakshagana singers are singing in the 
lower octave as well. This is one great change brought about in yakshagana music by 
modem amenities. 

Yakshagana music is greared to the needs of the theatrical form. The singer 
always has to keep in mind the actor-dance in front of him and has to have a close 
rapport with him. As in many other musical forms, in yakshagana also, music is 
predominantly used for creating the appropriate bhava and of course the aesthetic 
appeal. We can understand the important role of music in yakshagana (and other 
dance-drama forms) when we realise that the entire run of performance is controlled 
by music and the main singer, the bhagavata appropriately, is called the ‘first role’ in 
yakshagana. 

Dance 

Dance is one of the most fundamental forms of human expression. As a dance- 
drama yakshagana makes use of the rhythmic bodily movements for the purpose of 
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communication - primarily for projecting the characters of the dance-drama. 
Yakshagana dance seems to have been inspired by the ritualistic practices of coastal 
Karnataka. Two such practices that have influenced yakshagana are nagamandala 
(lit. snake circle = worship of snakes) and Bhutaradhane (spirit worship). Both these 
are ritualistic perforamces, where the dancer impersonates the deity and becomes 
‘possessed’. Bhutaradhane also involves elaborate make-up and costume. Being a 
dance-drama, dance is used as the chief means of expression in yakshagana. The exit 
and entry of characters, the elaboration of songs, the depiction of battle-all these are 
done through dance. 

Yakshagana dance makes use of certain set features like dance done in 
preliminaries (Sabha Lakshana) choreographed items depicting journey, hunting, 
bathing in water etc ; and dance used in the elaboration of songs. It is in the last of 
these, that the actor gets the maximum scope for depicting his skill and artistic ability. 
The first half of the song is used to convery the ‘content’ of the song through gestures, 
and body motion, evoking the appropriate bhava (emotional state). The second half 
of the song is usually used for mil la (pure dance, dance without emotional content). 

Yakshagana dance also makes use of hasta mudras (hand gestures), but to a 
limited extent. Of the three variants of yakshagana mentioned earlier, only the far 
northern variety of North Kannada dist, makes prominent use of mudras. Most of the 
mudras used in yakshagana are the idealized, stylized adaptations of gestures used in 
real life. They mostly belong to Lokadharmi (drawn from real life) and not 
natyadharmi. (stylized, symbolic). 

The most prominent feature of yakshagana dance is the importance of the movement 
of the feet. In comparison, the movements of the hands play a secondary role and 
appear repetitive. The emphasis in this dance is on projecting sharp angular lines of the 
body, which synchronises with the costume stmcture. The steps for different rhythmic 
combinations should be used by the actor keeping in mind the character he is playing. 
For example, the steps for a ‘young hero’ type would be fast and brisk whereas for a 
rakshasa, (demonic character) it would be broad, slow and measured, which suits the 
costume structure as well. Overall we can say that dance is one of the most attractive 
features of yakshagana and it is prominently used in the process of acting and character 
representation. 
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The Improvised Dialogue 

One of the unique features of yakshagana is that the dialogues spoken by the 
actors do not form part of the written text. As we have observed, the written text 
contains only the songs that are sung by the bhagavata. After completing the song- 
dance sequence, the actor creates the dialogue during the performance itself, basing it 
on the song just sung. The dialogue is totally an impromptu creation by the actor, on 
the stage, during the performance. It is no doubt based on the song, but the words of 
the song most often, provide only the barest outline of the narrative. The actor, develops 
the dialogue, basing it on his talent, his conception of the character he is representing, 
his knowledge of the epics and puranas and of course, the oral convention. As such, 
each performance becomes a new creation. This generalization is to an extent true of 
all performing arts where the performance score will differ from one performance to 
another; but in forms like yakshagana, because of the freedom provided by the 
improvised text, each day’s performance score will depend on the mood of the actor, 
the performative context, the interaction with fellow artists and most important the 
rapport that develops (or does not develop) between the actor and the audience. 

The improvised dialogue develops what is contained in the song, but it is not a 
mere prose rendering of the content of the song. In order to develop the character 
through dialogue the actor has to have critical faculties along with creative talent. Then 
the creation of the character becomes a representation as well as an interpretation of 
the character. 

For a proper handling of the dialogue, the actor needs to have a good knowledge 
of the epics and puranas , apart from a working knowledge of other branches of 
knowledge of ancient India like philosophy, Sanskrit, etc. Each prasanga presents a 
single episode out of the vast canvas of the epic world. The characters have a past 
and perhaps a future and the actor should know all this. Frequent intertextual references 
are made and the artists should respond to them. His competence and proficiency are 
put to the test in such situations. Frequently sharp exchange of dialogue ensue between 
actors and their knowledge is put to test in such situations. 

The language used in these speeches belongs to a special register that is archaic 
and florid but retains the communicability. This register seems to have been developed 
only for yakshagana (and Talamaddale ) though it bears some resemblance to the 
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Kannada spoken in coastal Karnataka. Although yakshagana deals with the mythical 
past, improvised speech is one of the ways in which the form relates the mythical past 
with the present. The artists make use of double entendre (speech that can mean two 
things at the same time), to relate the dialogues to the past and present. 

Improvised speech also plays a prominent role in developing a character by the 
actor. The interpretation of the character is represented not merely through dance, 
facial expressions and body motion, but also through the improvised dialogue that the 
artist creates on the stage. Making use of the freedom provided by the improvised 
speech, the actor projects his understanding of the character he is playing, by creating 
his own dialogue. 

Of late, because of the entry of many educated persons to yakshagana, improvised 
dialogue has seen a sea change, mostly in Talamaddale, and it has had its influence on 
yakshagana as well. The traditional prasangas are being interpreted in different ways 
making them contemporaneous and this has become possible because of the new 
found potentiality of the improvised text. We can conclude by saying that the improvised 
dialogue, makes yakshagana one of the unique traditional theatre forms of India, and 
of the world. 

Costume and Make-up 

Costume and make-up constitute an important aspect of the visual sign system of 
yakshagana. The costumes of yakshagana have been greatly praised for their beauty 
and the world of fantasy which they create : this new world of fantasy is at once 
removed and different from the quotidian world of the spectators. In order to understand 
the way the costumes signify in forms like Yakshagana, we have to look at the entire 
costume stmcture and differences with in it that are projected by the costumes. Then 
we can recognize a clear typology of characters projected by these costumes. They 
also play key-role in the acting process of yakshagana. 

Yakshagana deals with characters belonging to the three domains of gods, human 
beings and demons. In the costume category of yakshagana these categories are 
reduced to two : gods and godlike human beings ; demons and demon-like human 
beings. This division is based on the moral qualities of the characters. Between these 
two extremes, we have other types like ordinary human beings, female characters etc. 
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So, we have one category in which gods like Indra, Vishnu, Shiva and human beings 
like Kauravas, Pandavas, Rama, Krishna etc. are presented. Even characters with a 
slightly wicked temperament like Duryodhana, Kama are included in this category. At 
the other end of the scale, we have demonic characters like Ravana, Bakasura, Hidimba, 
Bhasmasura etc. This group also includes human beings with a markedly evil 
temperament like Kamsa, Jarasandha etc. In tenkutittu, Rudra Bhima is also depicted 
in this catergory. 

Based on what the costumes project, we can recognize the following categories. 

1. Heroic characters 

2. Female characters 

3. Sages 

4. Clown characters / ordinary characters 

5. Man-beast characters 

6. Demonic characters - Bannada Vesha 

In each of these categories, subtle changes are also suggested by change of 
headgear etc. Bannada Vesha is the most complex in terms of the design of the 
make-up. These are Rakshasas, known for their quick tempered cruel personality. 
These are further divided into male and female demonic characters. In male characters 
also, we have kings like Ravana, and forest dwellers like Hidimba. This is also suggested 
by suitable change in costume. 

The conceptual basis of costume and make-up and its role in acting 

We have seen how costume and make-up project different character categories. 
The projection of the internal qualities of characters is also achieved by these visual 
signs. Yakshagana costume in fact projects the moral quality of the character rather 
than the present status, birth etc. Some examples will make this point clear. Kamsa 
and Jarasandha are Kshatriyas by birth, but because of their evil nature, they are 
represented as demonic characters. Ravana and Vibhishana are brothers but Ravana 
is projected as demonic, whereas Vibhishana is presented as a heroic character. Rama 
and Laksmana, even when they are in the forest, are presented in royal costumes; this 
is because mentally they continue to be princes even when they are in the forest. 
Colour of the dress and make-up also plays a prominent role in the process of 
signification through costume. 
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Costume and make-up constitute one of the most beautiful aspects of yakshagana. 
It is closely related to the meanings generated by it. From the actor’s perspective, 
costume and make-up help in creating the appropriate psychic state to represent the 
character-or the category that the costume and make-up signify. The elaborate make¬ 
up and heavy costume of bannada Vesha (demonic character) for example creates 
the appropriate mental and body state in the actor. In Yakshagana parlance, the costume 
category is indicated by the word Vesha (disguise). The costume and make-up provide 
the actor with the Vesha. It is up to the actor to convert the Vesha, the broad category 
into indiviualised character. 

Another practice that is special to yakshagana also helps the process of an actor 
becoming the character. The concept of a make-up man is unknown to yakshagana. 
Each actor has to do his own make-up. This process of make-up, which some times 
may take hours, prepares the actor psychologically to enter into the character, even as 
his fingers are drawing the lines and patterns on the face. By the time, his make-up is 
over, he will have identified himself with the character he is going to represent. Shambhu 
Hegde,, a famous artist says that he does not like the system of spectators talking to 
the actors in the make-up room ( chauki ) as he concentrates on the charater he is 
playing during the make-up itself. 


The Creation and Presentation of Characters - Yakshagana’s approach 
to acting 

We have so far considered how different media like music, dance etc. function in 
yakshagana in creating the new significance. Along with these, other factors like the 
ritualistic element, the narrative, the socio-cultural and economic contexts will also be 
working in shaping the discourse. Another significant factor which is our main thrust of 
study concerns - acting - how the different channels of communication are used by the 
actor to create another persona - the imaginary character of the narrative. Certain 
aspects like dance, and improvised speech and their role in the process of histrionic 
representation have already been dealt with. Here the conceptual foundations of acting 
- the creation and representation of a character - are discussed, which relates directly 
to the topic of the book, with emphasis on how this process works in yakshagana. 
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On the stage, among the different communicative systems that function 
simultaneously, the most fundamental factor is the actor himself. The actor is an individual 
with a personality of his own, but on the stage he signifies another entity - the character 
that he represents. In most cases and in most theatre forms, what the actor represents 
is another human being. This statement however, has to be qualified because in 
yakshagana the actor may represent a demon, an animal, a god. Men play female 
roles. In theatrical traditions such as these, the notion of the actor as a sign will have 
to be drastically altered. 

The actor becomes a symbol, representing the character: but the actor, has an 
independent existence of his own. From this reality, he gets transformed on the stage 
into another entity-the character that he represents. This is one of the fundamental 
features of the theatre, points out Petr Bogatyrev, “One of the most important and 
fundamental features of the theatre is transformation: the actor changes his appearance, 
dress, voice and even the features of his personality into the appearance, costume, 
voice and personality of the character whom he represents in the play. Transformation 
is one of the basic signs distinguishing drama from lyric and epic poetry” (1976,51). 

In this process of transformation, the actor no doubt signifies the character that he 
represents on the stage. But what happens to the real self of the actor? Does it get 
obliterated? Or does he exist at two levels simultaneously - as an actor and as a sign? 
The actor is not an artificial intentional sign created for the purpose of communication. 
So, only when the actor is accepted as a real entity, can he function as a sign. As 
Umberto Eco says, “In order to be accepted as a sign, he has to be accepted as a real 
spatio temporal event, a real human body. In theatre, there is a ‘square semiosis’. 

These remarks point out one fundamental factor regarding all theatrical performance 
- the dialectical relationship that exists between the actor and the character. In the 
previous chapter, we have observed how different performance traditions and theories 
of acting, resolve this dialectic in different ways. But this dialectic can never be 
completely resolved as that would mean complete obliteration of one or the other 
entities of this dialectic. 

Trance and possession dances are perhaps one example where the presence of 
the actor appears to be completely effaced. (Even here, the dialectic does not get 
completely resolved. An actor is after all needed to ‘become’ the medium and he 
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comes back to his real status after the trance is over. But that is beside the point here.) 
Kathy Foley, draws this parallel between trance ‘dance’ and theatrical performance in 
her study of the performance traditions of Java. “I define the ‘dancer’ as the performer 
who maintains his or her self awareness while impersonating another and the danced 
as those who strive for an altered trance state and allow themselves to become mediums 
for another presence - a phenomenon known as trance dance. Though the state of 
consciousness provides a demarcation line between these two types of performers, it 
is my hypothesis that the theatrical dancers are, in some sense, ‘danced’, by the spirit 
of these seemingly archaic trance forms” (1985,29). 

Some writers like Raghava Nambiar say that the approach to acting in yakshagana 
has been greatly influenced by the possession dance of the ritualistic forms like 
Bhutaradhane. The Yakshagana performance no doubt exhibits certain features of 
trance dance, like music and dance creating the mood of excitement, the actor’s grunts 
and groans resembling that of the medium etc. But to equate it to trance dance would 
be to neglect many other facets of the complex phenomenon of acting. 

Let us take up, for instance, the way the actor-character dialectic operates in 
yakshagana. Instead of trying to resolve this dialectic, yakshagana works by accepting 
this dialectic. Yakshagana accepts the existence of two realities at the same time and 
so, the presence that we see on the stage is accepted as the actor as well as the 
character at the same time; to put it in a different perspective, the spectator’s real 
interest lies in seeing the character as represented by the particular actor. 

In order to understand this aspect properly, we have to realise that yaksagana 
works with well known narratives. Neither the plot nor the characters are new to the 
audience. They already have a knowledge of the story as well as of the character that 
the actor is going to represent. Yet, they come to witness the performance again and 
again. What is it that draws them to the repeated performances of the same prasanga! 
The main interest of the spectators, (other than the ritualistic appeal) lies in observing 
how the particular actor enacts the particular character. They never talk about Krishna 
or Arjuna or Kicaka in abstract when they comment on the performance. They talk of 
Krishna as performed by so and so, how it was better/worse than the handling of the 
same role by some other actor, etc. Thus the existence of the both the realities are 
simultaneously accepted. 
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Another practice in yaksagana also points to the acceptance of two realities 
simultaneously. In performances, using the freedom of the improvised text, actors 
often refer to the real self of the actor rather than to the character. They make use of 
double entendre to make such comments. The spectators also enjoy such comments 
and never think of these remarks as intruding into the create reality of the character. 
An example will perhaps make explicit how this is achieved in the performance. In 
one particular performance, the role of the king was played by the actor Krishna Yaaji. 
The clown, playing the role of the servant, began addressing him as “yaaji yaaji”. 
Upon being scolded, he said it was a slip of the tongue and what he actually wanted to 
say was “jiiya” (lord). The audience greatly enjoy such comments, referring to the real 
actor and never think of them as causing a rupture between the actor and the character 
he is representing because yaksagana accepts the existence of both realities at the 
same time. 

One more practice found in yaksagana may also be mentioned here. In some 
prasangas, one character may be played by two (or even more) actors in the course 
of the same performance. This usually happens if in the prasanga, the particular 
character has to be present on the stage for most parts of the night. If one actor 
performs the role during the first half of the performance, the same is continued by 
another actor in the second half. In one performance of Samagra Bhishma (The 
Entire [Story of] Bhiisma), that I had witnessed, Bhishma’s role was performed by 
three different actors. Such practices are part of the tradition of yaksagana, and the 
audience has no difficulty in accepting the new actor as (the continuation of) the same 
character. This shows how the identification of the character with the particular actor 
is never total and different actors are thus used to convey the same message. 


Process of Acting in Yakshagana 

We have anlysed so far what can be termed actor - character dialectic. We saw 
how Yakshagana functions by accepting both entities. It was also mentioned in the 
introduction, how Yakshagana also came under the influence of Sanskritic theories 
(esp. Natya Shastra). Yakshagana exhibits features that are both folk as well as classical. 
In its approach to acting also we see both aspects strongly influencing it. So, on the 
one hand, we have ritualistic performances like Bhutaradhane (spirit worship) 
influencing its approach to acting; we also have the influence of Natya Shastra, where 
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scenes are analysed in terms of Sthayi Bhava, promiment rasa etc. by the artists. 
One of the burning topics in Yakshagana is regarding folk v/s classical status of the 
form. In its approach to acting also, we find both factors. 

Being a dance-drama form, dance is used prominently in depicting the character. 
Some actors, who are good in improvised dialogue, prefer to build the character only 
through Vachikabhinaya - the dialogues through which the actor develops the character. 
Because of the freedom provided by the form, this approach differs from actor to 
actor. Some make use of dance and body motions prominently and some emphasise 
mostly on improvised dialogue. So we see many abberations where even modem 
drama seems to have influenced it. But now a days, slowly the emphasise is shifting to 
dance again. 

Mudalapaya yaksagana 

Mudalapaya yakshagana refers to the folk theatre that is/was prevalent in the 
whole of Karnataka except in the coastal and Malenad regions. Generally, this term is 
taken to refer to the folk theatre of the eastern part of Karnataka. It shares many 
similarities with other dance-drama forms of Karnataka like Doddata of northern 
Karnataka and coastal yakshagana. But Basavaraja Malashctty argues that mudalapaya 
actually refers not to the theatre prevalent in the east but to the kind of theatre that 
came from the east. The implication is that this form of theatre seems to have come to 
Karnataka from the Telugu speaking regions, probably during the rule of the Vijayanagar 
kings, when both these areas were under their rule. 

Mudalapaya is also performed the whole night till dawn. Its themes are drawn 
from the epics and puranas. Some popular episodes like Karibantana Kalaga (the 
Battle of Karibanta) and Kumararama (the Young Rama) are based on the lives of 
folk heroes and historical characters. This form also has a ritualistic background and 
is performed in front of temples or in the main square of the village on a raised wooden 
platform, temporarily erected for the purpose. (This explains another name, attadata 
-Platform play- by which also this form is known.) Normally, these performances 
were conducted during special festivals like jatre (the local fair) or some special worship 
at the village temple. The villagers would come together a few months before the 
proposed performance and hire the services of a professional bhagavata (the lead 
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singer who also acted as the teacher) to train them. Mudalapaya does not have 
professional troupes or performers like coastal yakshagana. Only the bhagavata is 
normally a professional. The other artistes are all villagers who begin rehearsing under 
the training of the bhagavata or the senior artists. The following description by H.K. 
Ranganath gives a clear picture of a mudalapaya performance: 

Mudalapaya has all the essential characteristics of the Folk Theatre 
(sic) with the Bhagavat supported by a chorus called Himmela, 
vigorous dances and music, colorful costumes and make-up and finally 
an epic theme and its organic development. The platform in the 
decorated arena is more spacious than for yaksagana, as it has to 
accommodate a bigger number of participants who perform wild 
dances. The performance opens with a prayer to Ganapati the God 
of learning who appears on the stage to bless the play. In Yakshagana, 
different characters are introduced to the audience by the Bhagavata 
but Mudalapaya has a jester called Sarathi to do the necessary 
introduction of character and also to provide the essential humour. 
Every character addresses the Sarathi while speaking and an ingenious 
Sarathi is a liason between the audience and the stage, interpreting 
one to the other. He fills the gap between the exit of one role and the 
entrance of another. Witty as he is, he often indulges in humorous 
conversation even with the audience. The Sarathi is usually assisted 
by Kodangi, the ‘minor’jester. 

In mudalpaya, the bhagavata is supported by a chorus. The accompanying 
instruments are maddale (a barrel like percussion instrument) and mukhavine (a reed 
instrument). The last mentioned, is not found in yakshagana and there, the cymbals are 
played invariably by the bhagavata himself. Mudalapaya makes use of drop curtains 
(as in a proscenium theatre) unl ik e the hand held curtain of yakshagana or kathakali. 
(In some places, there seems to be a custom of using both types of curtains.) The main 
characters dance behind the curtain for some time, shaking it vigorously before the 
curtain is removed and the characters presented. 

The performance opens with the preliminaries, which begin with a prayer to Lord 
Ganapati. This is followed by the appearance of Sharade, the goddess of learning. 
With her also appears hanumanayaka or sarathi (charioteer, the clown). It is his job 
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to introduce all the characters. Then follow two young actors called balagopalas 
(young actors). After seeking blessings from all these, the show proper, begins with 
the introduction of the main characters. During the first appearance, the characters 
may give an introductory speech called pithike (introduction). Most of the stories 
deal with battles and fights. The characters usually enter from the back of the stage. 
Demonic characters enter from the front. They start their war cries much before they 
are seen. Then two people holding burning torches take them to the stage, while they 
continue their shouting. Characters like Anjaneya (the monkey God) may enter by 
gliding on a rope from the top of the stage. 

Battle is the essence of most of these performances. Many a time, the actors 
become so involved that real fights ensue. D.K. Rajendra says, “The actors fight with 
such spirit that there are instances where the actors have lost their limbs”. As per the 
conventions of classical Sanskrit dramaturgy, death is not presented on the stage in 
classical drama. Incidents of death are always reported. It is assumed to be inauspicious 
to present death on the stage. In contrast, in mudalapaya as well as in most traditional 
theatre forms of South India, (including yakshagana) death is freely depicted. In fact, 
the act of killing itself becomes the highlight of the performance and certain episodes 
like Bhima killing Kicaka or Dusyasana are presented in all the gory detail. This is one 
example of how the theatre forms of South India, though influenced by classical Sanskrit 
drama, show fundamental differences. The show ends with a mangala (auspicious 
ending) during the singing of which, all characters usually assemble on the stage. 

The costumes of the characters are attractive and colourful though they do not 
seem to have been as codified as in yaksagana. Only broad categories like good 
heroic characters and evil characters are represented through the costumes and no 
subtle intradistinctions within the categories are recognisable. The most attractive 
features of the costumes are the shoulder ornaments which give the appearance of 
wings. These shoulder ornaments are not found in yakshagana. The crown worn by 
female demons, appears to have a lot in common with that of yakshagana. Other 
female characters, do not have a special costume, except for the coronet like ornament 
worn at the back of the head. While dancing, they carry a kerchief in one hand. 

Female characters are played by men only. 

The dance is usually fast and rough with emphasis on the expression of heroic 
emotions. This points to a male oriented theatre where the force of movement and 
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energy of foot work become more important than grace or beauty of body lines. B. 
Malashetty, explaining the energy that the actor has to expend for this dance says, “an 
actor who jumps and dances and succeeds in breaking at least one of the wodden 
planks of the platform gets the recognition as a good actor”. The actors naturally get 
so tired while dancing, carrying the heavy costumes, that many a time, they have to 
take a short break after the dance and before they can utter their lines. On the whole, 
this dance is more suited for the expression of valour and for the depiction of war 
scenes. If we compare this dance with that of coastal yakshagana, we see that this 
dance does not possess the felicity for expression of subtle emotions that is found in 
yakshagana dance. But for the expression of vigour and valour, mudalapaya dance is 
highly suited and as H.K. Ranganath says, “... with its war cries, wild dances and 
fantastic language, the Mudalapaya some times impresses as far more thrilling than 
yakshagana”. 

The most important difference between yakshagana and mudalapaya lies in 
dialogue. The yakshagana script contains only songs to be sung by the bhagavata 
and dialogues based on these songs are totally improvised by the actors. In mudalapaya, 
the script contains the songs as well as the dialogues which have to be learnt by rote by 
the actor. The language of the dialogues are loaded with Sanskrit and old Kannada 
words. The use of alliteration and rhyme is very prominent and almost every sentence 
shows the use of these devices. The humour is provided by the hanumanayaka, who 
talks to all the characters and makes fun of even the high and the mighty. He also acts 
as a stage manager apart from his role as a clown. The following remark by B. Malashetty 
makes this clear. “If any one of the ornaments like the shoulder ornament or the crown 
gets displaced in action, he is the technician on stage to restore them. Those characters 
dying on the stage are carried away by h im ”. His humour, at times may become crass 
and obscene or may be out of place, if the scene being enacted is a serious one. 

On the whole, mudalapaya, for the most part, has remained in the hands of the 
rural folk. Each performance used to be a ki nd of village festival in which the entire 
village from elders to young urchins took eager interest. Thus it was truly a participatory 
form of performance. But of late, this form has almost become extinct, unable to 
withstand the challenges of media like the cinema and television. Attempts are being 
made to revive this form. The Folklore Department of Mysore University led by Prof. 
J.S. Paramashiviah has taken a keen interest in this form and in its revival. Infact, a 
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new troupe consisting of the students and members of the staff of the department was 
also started. But these attempts have remained only academic exercises because the 
people among whom mudalapaya has survived so far, now seem to be losing interest 
in it. 

The demise of certain cultural forms of expression is perhaps as important from a 
cultural and folkloristic point of view as is the emergence of new forms of expression, 
because both throw light on the community where these cultural forms operate. The 
decreasing popularity and appeal of mudalapaya is perhaps a fine case for the study of 
why the community does not feel it to be relavent any more (as is evidenced by its 
present state). 


Sannata and other forms 

Though yakshagana (both mudalapaya and paduvalapaya), is recognized as 
the major theatrical form of Karnataka, during the last hundred to hundred fifty years, 
several new folk theatre forms emerged in Northern Karnataka, specially in the districts 
of Belgum, Bijapur and Dharwad. These forms arose as a distinct contrast to the 
existing major form, mudalapaya. So, if mudalapaya came to be called doddata 
(major play / performance) in these areas, these new forms were called sannata (minor 
/ simpler play / performance). They are also known as dappinata idappu is a leather 
percussion instmment that is used as an accompaniment for these forms). Along with 
mudalapaya, two other influences on these newly emerging folk theatres were 
Tamasha of Maharashtra and dasarata (the play by dasas - a caste of performers) 
of northern Karnataka. Regarding its origin and relation to doddata, B. Malashetty 
says: 

Nothing definite is known about the origin of sannata. We know 
that it was current in the later half of nineteenth century. If the time of 
composition of some sannata plays is examined, it may be possible 
to fix the date later than 1850. By 1900, these earned public 
acceptance and honour and a dramatic tradition came into being. 

The remarkable thing about this unsophisticated folk theatre form is 
its survival and popularity in the face of coexisting and greatly 
absorbing traditional form of Doddata. We can not say that the 
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former is in any way a simplified or diluted form of Doddata though, 
some scholars hold such a view. Its story, music and style of expression 
show distinct variations from those of Doddata. 

Sannata gave up the gorgeous costume, make-up, dance and the flowery dialogue 
of doddata. The music was also different, drawing freely from Hindusthani and 
Kamatik music as well as from other sources like the Marathi Tamasha tradition. The 
themes were also different - the lives of saints, imaginary folk stories or even actual 
events of the day, became the subject matter of these plays. The most popular among 
these, is perhaps Sangya Balya, based on an actual incident. This play, on the 
relationship between Sangya, a rich young man and a married woman, Ganga, resulting 
in his murder has retained its popularity even to this day. It is being staged even now, 
not merely by the folk theatre groups but by modem Kannada theatre troupes as well. 

These forms discussed above, have developed into a tradition that is quite distinct 
from that of yakshagana. Their approach to acting is also different, specially in Sannata, 
which deals with contemporary plots as well. So, one has to analyse the acting involved 
here, from a different perspective. 

Commenting on the multifarious genres of Performance found in Karnataka, 
Basavaraj Malashetty, an expert on North Karnataka folk forms, is of the opinion that 
all these forms can be studied under three heads: 

1) The first group consists of rudimentary forms like Pagarana, Dasarata, 
Hagalu Vesha etc. These are pure folk forms in their costume, music, dialogue etc. 

2) With the emergence of Sannata and similar forms, we come to the second 
group where the folk forms were changed to some extent by the import of certain 
classical elements, specially in dialogue delivery and music. The essence of such 
performances still continued to be folk. 

3) The third stage consists of fully developed forms like Yakshagana, Muclalapaya 
and Parijatha, which enact scripts from classical poets. They even drew aspects like 
costumes, dance, music, themes etc. from classical sources. How then can we call 
such forms folk? They continue to follow folk forms in their narrative and approach. 
Even mythological characters are presented as representing the common man. Specially 
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in the characters of the clown /jester, or the heroine’s aide, they belong to the mythical 
past, but make the form contemporary through their witty comments. 

Thus in Northern Karnataka, we have the tradition of Doddata (Major play / 
performace) as well as Sannata. (minor play / performance). Most of the scripts of 
both forms, do not go back by more than 150 years. The language is a mix of Sanskrit 
and Old Kannada words. Even the writers seem to be half folk and half classical. 

Doddata basically deals with episodes of battle with emphasis on vira 
(valorous)rasa. The categorization of characters is along the simple division of good 
and bad (unlike the categorization of Yakshagana). 

In acting, the emphasis is on dance with vigourous footwork, jumps, turns, mostly 
suited to express valorous emotions. Infact the role of dance is so central that the 
actor is usually asked, “which role are you dancing”? B. Malashetty says, this dance 
does not have the capacity of expressing subtle emotions like Yakshagana dance (78). 
The jester (called Sarath z-chariotccr) is not merely the clown but is also the stage 
manager who runs the entire show. He also introduces the characters. 

The other form ( Sannata ) originated out of earlier forms like dasarata, dappinata, 
rajanata etc. in the second half of 19 th century. But the name Sannata was coined in 
the 20 th C. These musical plays began dealing with social themes also and exhibit the 
influence of Marathi Tamasha tradition as well. Because of the use of spoken language 
in songs as well as dialogues, it creates a feeling of intimacy. These performances 
became phenomenally popular in the latter half of 19 th C and the first half of 20 th C. 
Mention may be made of play-scripts like Sangya Balya, Rupasena, Allama Prabhu 
etc. 


Parijatha 

Another form that emerged in the second half of 19 th C. is Krishna Parijatha. 
Though it took several aspects from existing forms, it developed along independent 
lines to become a separate form in itself. It became phenomenally popular because of 
its lilting music, crisp dialogues etc. A unique feature of its music is that the actors 
themselves sing the songs, (a system not found in any other dance-drama form of 
South India. It has more similarities with the sangeet-natak tradition of Marathi and 
North Karnataka). 
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Another practice of Parijatha is that like Yakshagana, dialogues are improvised 
and created on the stage itself by the artists. Some times, it may become a discourse 
on the Vedas. At times the artists use these dialogues to show off their command of 
language, knowledge of epics etc. The entire run of the play is controlled by the 
Bhagavata, who is always present on the stage. The characters talk to him and he 
acts like the sutradhar. He also adds to the humour with his witty remarks. 

The play deals with the relationship between Krishna, Rukmini and Satyabbhama. 
Satyabhama is the central character and it musically depicts her Viraha (pangs of 
separation), jealousy, anger and finally Sringara on union with Krishna. Rukmini and 
Satyabhama are dressed like present day women. Even Krishna is dressed like a 
present day landlord rather than a mythological character. 

The plot of Krishna Parijata revolves round the two wives of Krishna, Rukmini 
and Sathy abhama and the jealousy of the latter. Parijata as this theatre form is popularly 
known, became path breaking in several ways : i) The performers were so much in 
demand that they became professional troupes and ii) Women began to take part in 
public performances for the first time. (Women began to perform in sannata 
performances as well.) iii) Unlike the other forms stady here, the actors sing the song 
themeselves. This is similarto ‘Sangeet Natak’ tradition of Karnataka and Maharastra. 
Krishna is presented in the play as an ordinary mortal caught between two jealous 
wives. The most attractive feature of this form is its catchy, attractive music. This form 
enjoyed great popularity till the middle of 20th century. But, public patronage on 
which this form had survived, is fast decreasing and so the form is also struggling for 
survival now. 

This form is said to be the creation of two individuals - Aparala Tammanna who 
wrote the script and Kulagodu Tammanna who got it ready for performance, drawing 
from Tamasha and other models. Parijata became extremely popular in many parts of 
North Karnataka from 19 th c. until recently. 


Process of acting: 

If we look at the approach to acting in these forms, it is clear that Doddata like 
Mudalapaya is best suited for the expression of valourous and furious emotions. This 
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is done through the force and energy depicted in the dance and footwork. As observed 
earlier, this dance does not have the felicity of Yakshagana dance for expression of 
subtle feelings. In fact any actor who breaks one or two of the wooden planks (on 
which the actor performs) is supposed to be a good actor. 

Sannata and Parijatha, on the other hand, belong to a different genre. Here also 
we have dance and music but the themes being social, the grandeur of Doddata or 
Yakshagana is missing. The acting though is also very different from the realistic style 
of modem theatre. Even in these apparently simpler forms, the acting is stylized with 
emphasis on expression through music and dance. 

With Parijatha, began the system of the actors themselves singing as observed 
earlier. With this began an important development in the field of acting and histrionics 
where music became an integral part of acting which was used for developing and 
establishing the character. (This aspect of music and acting was fully developed and 
exploited in the Sangeet Natak traditions, specially by Kannada and Marathi 
professional troupes). Some scholars of Parijataha opine that the tunes of the early 
Marathi play Sangeet Shakuntala were borrowed directly from Parijatha. 
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CHAPTER-3 

KATHAKALI 


Introduction 

Of all the traditional Indian forms, Kathakali has received the greatest international 
attention, particularly from Western theatre practitioners and theorists. Compared to 
forms like Yakshagana andTherukuttu, Kathakali, appears as a ‘hard’ form, more intent 
on maintaining its ‘tradition’, and its approach to acting. 

Kathakali has a highly developed non-verbal communicative structure based 
on the mudras, bodily gestures, dance steps, costume and make-up structure - all of 
which are used in its process of acting and histrionic expression. This write-up will 
focus on Kathakali’s approach to acting. It will also focus on how the ‘tradition’ of 
Kathakali grew and developed changing over a period of two hundred years after its 
origin; the process of its growth also explains different approches to acting followed 
by different schools. Kathakali faced a period of crisis in the early part of 20 th century, 
when the social conditions that had nurtured this form, underwent a radical change; 
the main focus will be to understand Kathakali‘s. approach to acting It will also focus 
on how the western interest in Kathakali, is redefining the form in subtle ways at the 
present juncture. 

Kathakali has gained recognition as one of the classical dance forms of India. 
In fact, along with Bharata Natyam, it was one of the earliest forms, to undergo the 
process of revivalism in the first half of 20 th century, and be recognized as part of the 
great Indian tradition of performing arts. This has prompted many scholars and critics 
to consider Kathakali as an epiphenomenon, relating it directly to the pan Indian 
Sanskritic tradition rather than to the social, political compulsions of Malayalam society. 
Appu Kuttan Nair and K. Ayyappa Panikker for example, call Kathakali, “The art of 
the non-worldly” (1993). But can any art form be ‘non-worldly’- totally divorced 
from the social, economic concerns of the society that has nurtured it. Padmanabhan 
Tampi quoting C.A. Menon points out, “It is a mistake to regard Kathakali as an 
isolated phenomenon divorced from its social, historical background... the Nairs and 
Namboodiris, the two leading communities of Malabar and their special characteristics 
have gone into the making of Kathakali as an art” (1963,4). New let us have a look 
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at the origin and the evolution of Kathakali over the centuries which will help us in 
understanding its approach to Acting. 


Origin and Development 

Unlike most other performing arts of India about whose origin not much is 
known, Kathakali’s origin and subsequent development have been clearly recognized. 
Ramanattam was created by Kottarakara Thampuran, the regional king of Kottarakara 
in 1661. Legend has it that the he requested the Raja of Calicut to send the Krishnattam 
troupe to his court. Manaveda Raja, a scion of the Zamorin family of Calicut, had 
created Krishnattam around 1650, basing it on Jayadeva’s Gita Govinda and 
Ashtapadiattam, a lyrical form which depicted the early life of Krishna. The Raja 
refused the request of the king of Kottarakara, saying that there were no scholars in 
Kottarakara’s court, who could appreciate the beauty and literary qualities of 
Krishnattam. Stung to the deep, Kottarakara is said to have created a cycle of plays 
based on the life of Rama, Ramanattam. In course of time, specially with the addition 
of attakathas (playscripts) based on The Mahabharata, the form came to be known 
as Kathakali. 

This does not mean that Kathakali emerged out of nowhere suddenly in the 
middle of 17 th century. Kerala has a long history and a variety of performing arts. 
Kerala in the beginning centuries of Christian era was a part of Tamilagam. The great 
Tamil epic Silappadikaram was written in an area that is now in the central part of 
Kerala. This epic has many references to dancing and performance. There also 
existed many ritualistic dance performing genres like Patayani, Tirayattu, Mutiettu, 
Ottam Tullal and Kolam Tullal. Many of these were related to the worship of 
Bhagavati or her Aryanised version, Kali. The early literature of Kerala was written in 
a highly Sanskritised Malayalam called Manipravalam (lit. pearl + coral). This also 
points to the strong intermingling of Aryan and local Dravidian elements. 

Perhaps the best example of the result of this intermingling leading to a new 
creativity, can be seen in Kudiattam, the only surviving form of Sanskrit theatre in India 
now. The exact details of its origin are not known, but by 10 th century A.D. it was 
already in an advanced stage of development (Farley, 1990, 88). It is an elaborate 
performance of Sanskrit Drama on temple stage by the performing castes, Chakyar 
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(male) and Nangyar (female). The actors recite the verse and represent the words 
through gestures and abhinaya with emphasis on netrabhinaya (lit. eye acting). The 
local flavour was added by the vidushaka, who spoke in Malayalam. Pointing out 
how much Kathakali owes to this form, Govindan Kutty says, “In the field of Abhinaya, 
hand gestures, make-up and dress, it is this dance form which can be called the true 
forebearer of Kathakali” (1999,2). 

Two other related forms are Chakyar Koothu and Mohini Attam. Chakyar 
Koothu is a solo narrative form, where stories from the epics and scriptures are narrated. 
After reciting the verse in Sanskrit, the explanations would be given in Malayalam by 
the performer. Another form performed only by women was Mohini Attam. This has 
now gained popularity as a solo dance form. 

For all its ancestry and long unbroken tradition, Kudiattam was facing a very 
uncertain future in the first half of 20 th century, when the social, ritualistic conditions 
under which the form had existed, changed radically. 

Thus when these contexts of performance (including the important question of 
patronage) are destabilised, the art form also becomes destabilized. In such cases, it 
either finds new contexts of performance (and a new patronage) or the form faces the 
danger of extinction. 

Kudiattam and the related forms, have faced the challenge and have been able 
to redefine themselves, in the changed, changing contexts. It has now been recognised 
by UNESCO as “one of the masterpieces of oral and intangible heritage of Humanity”. 
There has also been a revivalistic trend in protecting this rare tradition and according 
to K.G Paulose, there are five troupes performing this form now (personal interview). 
It has also become an important part of ‘cultural tourism’, specially for Western tourists 
visiting Kerala. 

Some other forms have also influenced the emergence of Kathakali. Among 
them, in terms of body postures, training schedules, massage of the body to make it 
supple etc., the most influential has been Kalaripayettu, the martial art of Kerala. This 
perhaps was natural because the Nairs were the martial caste of Kerala, who got 
trained in the kalari (gymnasium). In Kathakali, Nairs became the artists and the 
training of the body they had undergone, in the Kalari was put to prominent use in 
Kathakali. As Balakrishnan points out, “The basic postures, steps and body movements 
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(of Kathakali) can be found in the martial art of Kerala, Kalaripiattu” (2204,4). Another 
ritualistic form, Teyyam has also left its imprint on Kathakali. 

Though Kathakali as a form, emerged only in 17 th century, elements of all the 
forms mentioned above, have gone into the making of this form. All these forms have 
left a deep imprint on the process of acting found in Kathakali. We can see that the 
theoretical inputs as well as the communicative processes came from Sanskrit and 
Kutiattam; the body postures, training etc. came from local, Dravidian martial art of 
Kalaripayettu. Thus we see a fine blend of Sanskritic and local elements in Kathakali. 
But the immediate impetus, as noted earlier, was from Krishnattam. King Manaveda 
of Calicut composed a cycle of eight plays, depicting the entire life of Krishna. These 
were and are performed on eight consequeive nights in the Krishna temple at Guruvayur. 
For the first time, a variety of characters were presented and these were differentiated 
by the costume types. It also made use of steps and body movements of Kalaripayettu. 
Masks were also used for some characters. As Venu says, this was, “one step forward 
in the evolution of the dance-drama form in Kerala” (1999,3). But the language used 
was Sanskrit and it was performed only in the precincts of the temple, where only the 
upper castes were permitted to enter. 

Ramanattam, created by KottarakaraThampuran (1625-85) broke away from 
the earlier traditions in very important ways. The elements taken from Kutiattam and 
body postures etc. taken from Kalaripayettu were put to use in this performing art - 
which developed as a dance-drama. It changed from Kudiattam in important ways: 
one was the shift of language, from Sanskrit to Malay alam. Secondly the performances 
were held outside the temple precincts and so were open to all four (nonpolluting) 
castes. With this development, the performance became accessible to the majority of 
the people and naturally became very popular. Over the next few decades, 
Ramanattam’s popularity spread to other parts of Kerala as well. 

Another major stage in the development of Kathakali, took place when 
Kottayam Thampuran (1645-1716) another ruling prince of the time, wrote four plays 
based on the Mahabharata. According to K. Ayyappa Panikker, “They are considered 
the high watermark of attakatha literature” (1993,20). This not merely expanded the 
thematic variety, but the name of the form also changed from Ramanattm to Kathakali 
(lit. story play). In course of time, several other changes also took place- blue colour 
of the make-up for heroic characters was changed to green (pacha), the addition of 
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chenda percussion, the wearing of large bulbous skirt, the application of chutti (white 
extended border around the chin, made of rice paste) etc., came into vogue. Another 
important shift that had taken place in Ramanattam itself was that the actor was freed 
from the task of singing. This was assigned to two specialist singers. The actor now 
communicated only through gestures and body language. The stage presentation also 
began to achieve the quality of slow elaboration. 

All this goes to show how the tradition of Kathakali has evolved and emerged 
over the years drawing upon earlier forms and also by adding new elements. Traditions 
are never static or frozen but are always undergoing a process of change, where new 
elements are added and some left out. A whole range of forces, aesthetic, social, 
political etc. will be shaping and conditioning these changes. 


Sociopolitical Context 

The emergence of a new form like Kathakali has to be understood by situating 
the need for such an emergence in the sociopolitical context. In the 17 th century, 
Kerala was divided into a number of principalities and small kingdoms. The society 
was very stricdy stratified along caste lines, with the Brahmin Namboodiris occupying 
the highest position. It is not very clear when these Brahmins came to Kerala, but they 
brought with them the rich heritage of Sanskrit. They also became rich landlords. 
According to one estimate, the caste system got crystalised in Kerala society around 
8-9 century A.D. (K.G. Paulose, Personal intereview). The caste system was not only 
more rigid in Kerala, but it had developed a web of interrelations between one caste 
and another that was very unique. 

The Nairs were the martial caste, and they were the most powerful community 
next to the Brahmins. They took great pride in their capacity in battle and kept 
themselves fit by training in the kalari. There are many ballads that glorify the heroism 
and adventure of this martial clan. The Nairs were the arm that implemented the hold 
of Namboodiries over the rest of the society. There was no clash of interest between 
Nairs and Namboodiries because of a unique familial system, called Sambandham: 

The rise of the Nayar into a military caste is from a historical point of 
view the return to power of the indigenous element, but this in no way 
resulted in a conflict with the Brahmins of Kerala (called Nambutiris) 
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who have ever remained first citizens and leaders of society. The 
Nambutiris have long been subject to the social custom which required 
that only the eldest male member of the family ... should marry within 
the caste. The others married Nayar women. This long established 
practice drew the powerful Nayar caste into intimate social relationship 
with the Nambutiris and altogether eliminated every chance of conflict 
between the two (Bharata Iyer, 1955, 5.). 

It is important to note here that the Nairs and Namboodiris have played a decisive 
role in defining the form of Kathakali. But by the middle of 17 th century, the Europeans 
like the Portugese and the Dutch were already well entrenched in Kerala. The political 
situation had also changed as a result of which the Nairs could not show their prowess 
on the battle field. As such, the preconceived uniqueness and identity of the martial 
class as well as of the kings and princes was at stake. Philips Zarelli points out how the 
valour of the battle field was transplanted on to Kathakali: 

The morale and honour of these leaders (kings of principalities) and 
their warriors, traditionally won on the field of battle, was slowly 
disintegrating with the continuous encroachment of European foreign 
powers. That honour and morale, on the wane by the end of 17 th 
century, could be displaced from the field of battle and captured on 
the stage ( 1984,51). 

This perhaps explains why emotions like vira (heroic) and raudra (furious) 
dominate the discourse of Kathakali. It also demonstrates how aesthetic, cultural 
forms are not divorced from the quotidian concerns of the participants - artists, patrons 
and spectators; instead they become expressive vehicles of these concerns. But such 
expression may take deep symbolic forms. Specially with the passage of time, these 
symbolically embedded significances may not be apparent. 

The Aryan influence came to Kerala through the Brahmins, in the form of knowledge 
embedded in Sanskrit as well as the deities of the Aryan Pantheon. At the same time, 
the Dravidian elements are also strongly present in the form of local deities, rituals and 
specially dance forms, some with fantastic costumes, masks or make-up. Kathakali is 
the result of an artistic integration of these two elements. If the make-up, costume and 
body postures are drawn from the local culture, the pan-Indian themes, and Shastra- 


61 


theoretical postulates regarding acting, gestures, rasa, bhava concepts have all come 
from Sanskrit. The interaction between the two streams has resulted in a fertile creativity 
instead of a destructive confrontation. Commenting on how the concept of national 
theatre merged with the local elements to create the Kerala Sanskrit theatre of Kudiattam, 
K.G Paulose, who has written extensively on the form, says, “The national stream has 
merged with the indigenous practices of Kerala. Thus what we have today is an 
amalgam of different streams. Kudiattam is like a wall clock; the classical face apparently 
frozen, is drawn from the national pattern; while the organic part, the moving pendulum 
inhales life from its surroundings” (2006, Preface). 

The indigenous elements are more strongly present in Kathakali though the 
conceptual foundations of national Sanskritic theatre have shaped this form. This 
assertion of the pan Indian discourse can be recognised in the choice of themes as 
well. Kathakali (like Krishnattam and Kudiattam) deals only with the stories from the 
great epics or with the Aryan Brahminical pantheon. The myths regarding the local 
deities or legends regarding local folk heroes are never dealt with in Kathakali. Look 
at the following comment by K.R. Pisharoti. “The plot of the story is generally taken 
from that inexhaustible storehouse of Hindu mythology, the venerable Epics. It is to be 
regretted that no local heroes are dramatized, even though there were indeed a number 
of them, at that time at least, who achieved the highest eminence on account of the 
coming of the Portugese and the consequent series of battles” (1955,181). 

This choice of subject matter can be associated with the process of acculturation, 
where the Aryan Brahminical pantheon gained precedence over the local deities; the 
Brahminical rituals became more respectable than local cult practices. This process 
can be related to the position of Namboodiri Brahmins in Kerala society. Thus Kathakali 
became an expressive vehicle for the religion of the ‘great tradition’ as opposed to the 
‘little tradition’ (to use Robert Redfield and Milton Singer’s terms). 


Expression of Male Ethos 

Kathakali is an all male domain where even female roles are also played by 
men. This stands in contrast to forms like Kudiattam which had women performers as 
well. Compared to the gorgeous costumes and non-realistic make-up of leading male 
characters, the female characters wear simple costumes and make-up. Among the 
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emotional states, wira and roudra are the dominant ones as we have observed earlier. 
The episodes depicted also deal predominantly with battle and killing. Some gory 
scenes like Bhima killing Dushyasana and drawing out his entrails are considered 
highlights of the performance. 

All these elements together, function symbolically in projecting and asserting 
the male ethos. The male oriented nature of Kathakali can be better understood if we 
compare it with another form of Kerala, like Mohini Attam, (performed by women) 
which lays emphasis on the expression of grace and erotic emotions through dance. 
What was the need for such an assertion of male pride and ethos? Manjushri and 
Parbati Sircar, view it in relation to the matrilineal society among Nairs: 

Thus the birth of Kathakali may be considered very significant in 
relation to the prevailing social exigency. The Nairs were losing their 
glorious status in the community and the dance theatre was one way 
to channelise the ethos of their masculine pride. In a matrilineal society, 
the absence of a male physiological priority in the lineage system, 
masculine pride perhaps needed to be affirmed. 

The selection of heroic themes for Kathakali’s dance dramas probably 
reflects the need of the performers to assert the male ethos. Kathakali 
is violent, acrobatic and athletic. The Nairs chose the themes from 
the mythological past and not from the historical past, to create a 
supernatural aura of ritual dancing... In contrast with the male character, 
the female character (played by young males) is presented in an 
exceedingly simple way without any elaborate costume or make-up 
(1982,158). 

The issues analysed above, clearly point out how the emergence of a ‘new’ 
form like Kathakali, was the result of the fruition of several factors, cultural, familial, 
social and political. No form of cultural expression, including performance exists in a 
vacuum. It is always situated and performed in a social context which is conditioned 
by conflicting urges and contestations. The art form may express these, either at the 
manifest level of the discourse (as is often the case in modem theatre) or as a deeply 
subl im inal symbolic discourse, which is most often the case in traditional forms with a 
fairly long history. But for that reason, we can not consider these forms as an 
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epiphenomenon, that exists apart from the social, political, economic and even 
philosophical selves of the performers (including the patrons and spectators); nor can 
we consider it ‘nonworldly’, cut off from our everyday concerns. Forms like these 
come to be accepted by the community at large only when they fulfil certain deep 
emotional, psychological, aesthetic needs. 


THE PROCESS OF DEVELOPMENT 
The hey days 

After its emergance from Ramanattam to Kathakali, the art form went on 
refining and redefining itself during the 18th and 19th centuries. Though there were 
periods of upheaval, it survived largely on the patronage of different kings. The artistic 
inputs were provided by the Namboodiri scholars, and the Nair artists. This process 
of refinement and subtle innovations were also by and large, a process of Sanskritisation, 
where the changes were made in keeping with the Sanskrit treatises like Bharata’s 
Natya Shastra and Hasta Lakshana Deepika, (which was written during the 
evolutionary stage of Kudiattam). In this section, a brief study will be made of this 
process of development, along with the role played by the patrons and connoisseurs 
(who themselves had a major role in this process), the developments of different styles 
within Kathakali etc. 


The role of patrons and connoisseurs 

As we observed earlier, with the shift from Sanskrit to Malayalam, and the 
performance space from inside the temple to the courtyard of the temple or the patron’s 
house, Kathakali became accessible to the vast majority of the population. But in nurturing 
and grooming the form, the control was firmly in the hands of the upper echelons of 
society - the kings and princes, the Namboodiri Brahmins and the Nair chieftains. 

We have already observed how king Zamorin of Calicut and Raja of 
Kottarakara (1625-1685 A.D.) were directly responsible for the emergence of 
Krishnattam and Ramanattam. The Raja of Kottayam (1665-1743 A.D.), by authoring 
four plays based on Mahabharata, directly paved the way for Kathakali. It is also 
believed that he was an accomplished actor (Tampy, 1963,2). Many of the kings of 
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different principalities, not merely continued the patronage, but also wrote many 
Kathakali scripts themselves. Kartika Tirunal, the Maharaja of Travancore, was a 
great composer of songs and wrote seven plays of which, some like Narakasura 
Vadham are popular even today. He also wrote the treatise on dance, Balarama 
Bharatam. His nephew, prince Aswati wrote four plays. Swathi Tirunal was more 
interested in music but continued the patronage. He also composed several padams 
which are used in Kathakali. There were many other writers, who were not of royal 
lineage, though some were court poets. Among them the most important ones are 
Unnayi Varier (1735-1785) who composed four plays on the story of Nala ( Nala 
Charitam) and Irayimman Tampi (1783-1858). These plays have become part of 
Kathakali’s repertory and are regularly performed even to this day. 

This royal patronage was not merely a result of their aesthetic interests but 
was also related to their religious leanings, where the Vaishnavaite influence was spreading 
over Kerala. So, the themes of these plays dealt with the incarnations of Vishnu 
(Rama, Krishna etc.). This can be viewed as an instrument of spreading the ‘great 
tradition’ - the pan Indian epics, their value system, world view, social structuration 
etc. among the masses. It is also related to the medieval South Indian concept of the 
King who is equated with the deity. Patronage of the arts was also one of the ways of 
asserting and establishing the authority and position of the patron (Bapat, 1998,195- 
197). Such an assertion perhaps became necessary, when the temporal power was 
increasingly coming under threat not merely by the European colonial powers but also 
by the kings of Mysore, Hyder Ali and Tippu Sultan, specially in northern Kerala. 

This process of patronage spread to the Namboodiris also, who were not 
merely great Sanskrit scholars, with cultivated aesthetic tastes, but also big land lords 
who could afford to become patrons. Along with being patrons, they also played the 
role of rasika, or connoisseur, who had the knowledge and the aesthetic ability to 
comment on the performance. Apart from the performers themselves, these rasikas 
played a prominent role in shaping Kathakali. The performing troupes (called 
Kaliyogams ) were normally rooted at one place because of such patronage and so 
there was scope for constant interaction between the artists and the rasikas. It was 
the task of these connoisseurs to decide on what was appropriate or inappropriate in 
the performance. Any innovation attempted by the artists would be put to the acid test 
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of the connoisseurs’ approval or disapproval. Thus they also played a major role in 
shaping Kathakali. 

In addition, as the Namboodiris were well versed in the Sanskritic Shastras, 
they also acted as a conduit for the flow of such classical norms into Kathakali. This 
not merely facilitated the process of aesthetic refinement, but also led to greater 
Sanskritisation. As a result of such a development, there was greater codification in 
the communicative process, in aspects like character categories, like Pacha (green), 
tadi (beard), katti (knife), minukku (shining) etc; in the use of hand gestures; in 
abhinaya and in many other aspects. But in spite of such sophistication, its appeal to 
the larger public was not reduced, because they also shared a knowledge of these 
codes, through constant exposure. Thus the continued patronage of the princes and 
connoisseurs, gave Kathakali the unique distinction of being courtly and at the same 
time a popular art. As Bharata Iyer says, “It not only remained at the temples and 
courts but traveled all over the highways and byeways, from village to village and 
house to house gaining in course of time, the distinction of a national art. It is an art that 
remains in the highest sense, for the people” (1955,22.). 

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which were also the formative years 
for Kathakali, were also periods of political and military co nfli ct in Kerala. The colonial 
European powers were in constant conflict with the local rulers and were becoming well 
entrenched. The rulers of northern part of Kerala were vanquished by the Mysore 
rulers, Hyder Ali andTippu Sultan. As a result, there was great upheavel and displacement. 
Tippu was defeated by the British in 1792, when the landlords and royal fami li es were 
allowed to return, but with only nominal powers, under the suzerainty of the British. 

In such a turbulent period, it was but natural that one of the chief concerns of 
Kathakali, during its formative years, was the valorization of violence and war in the 
cause of d hanna, as has been analysed earlier. Another related concern was exploring 
the nature of ‘the heroic’, as is pointed out by Philip Zarelli. He says: 

Given the vagaries and bellicocity of the exercise of power in medieval 
Kerala, it is not surprising that one of the central anxities and concerns 
for Kathakali’s ruling land holding patron-connoisseurs was that of 
exploring the nature of ‘the heroic... [the] heroic state is embodied 
by Kathakali’s ‘green’ (pacca) make-up type- a class of characters 
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which reflects this character’s basic moral uprightness, inner refinement 
and calm inner poise... whose task as a Ksatriya is to uphold 
dharma... Kathakali plays become arenas for playing out and 
reflecting the existential dilemmas that confront not only these epic 
heroes as they attempt to fulfil their duty, but also their every day 
counterparts - the Nayars, Ksatriyas and Namboodiris - by whom 
and for whom the performances were created. (2000,23-24). 

This perceptive comment succinctly brings out how the ‘aesthetic’ concerns of 
Kathakali, were deeply conditioned by the sociopolitical exigencies, other than being 
a mere ‘theatre of the mind’. 


The Process of Change 

We have already observed how, in its process of emergence from Ramanattam 
to Kathakali, several far reaching changes were introduced like changing the base 
colour of make-up from blue to green, crowns which had codified categories, replacing 
masks with elaborate make-up etc. 

As the playscripts became more literary, with emphasis on the expression of 
different emotional states (as defined in Sanskritic rasa theory), other innovations also 
followed. It is said that Kottayam Tampuran, in collaboration with his artists, introduced 
new ragas, increased the variety of rhythmic patterns, primarily the slow tempo, which 
facilitated the elaboration of bhavas (Zarelli, 2000,24). We have already observed 
how, the singing had shifted from the actors to the singers. The actor was now free to 
elaborate on the content of the song through abhinaya and the use of hand gestures. 
The use of the singers and the introduction of Chenda, the percussion instrument, 
were the innovations of Vettathu Thampuran (Pandeya, 1943,37). 

Kaplingattu Namboodiri, by the end of 18 th century, expanded the use of 
mudras, drawing from the Sanskritic tradition. Plays written during this period, centred 
round anti-heroes like Ravana and Narakasura ( Katti- knife characters). There also 
grew the system of slow elaboration and certain innovative interludes, like the peacock 
dance, or the same actor representing several different ‘signifieds’ etc. ( pakamattam) 
came into vogue. The emphasis began to shift to subtle expression of psychological 
states of characters, through Kathakali’s grammar of abhinaya. All these innovations 
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were attempted by the mature artists. Those innovations that received the approval of 
the patrons and connoisseurs became part of tradition, to be taught and handed over 
to the next generation of artists, who would add their own contributions to the running 
flow of tradition. 


Different styles 

As a result of such innovations, different streams developed within the tradition 
of Kathakali. These different styles or schools were quite often geographical in their 
spread, representing different areas, but they emerged mainly due to the creative efforts 
and contributions of certain individual artists. 

By the middle of 19 th century, a number of distinctive styles had emerged 
within Kathakali. This period is also considered the zenith of Kathakali, by many 
scholars. Zarelli points out how the emergence of different schools or styles is a mark 
of the form attaining a stage of maturity. He says, “One of the hallmarks of the 
crystallization of a tradition or genre of performance is the development of distinctive 
‘styles’ or lineages of interpretation, practice and performance” (2000,26). Though a 
number of different styles emerged, each laying emphasis on particular aspects and 
drawing inspiration from different sources, in course of time, some of them merged 
leading to other composite styles. 

Balakrishnan mentions three styles and their distinctive features. Kalladikkodan 
style of North Malabar, followed the strict natya dharmi, (slylised, symbolic) approach, 
with emphasis on traditional k alasams (interludes, indicated by pure dance nritta). 
Kaplingadan style was evolved by the creative inputs of Namboodiri patrons who 
rarely became performers themselves. The emphasis was more on drama than on 
dance with prominent use of lokci dharmi (drawn from real life). Its main features 
were the curtain appearance ( tirunokku ) and the actor becoming a sign representing 
several signifieds (pakamattam ). Balakrishnan concludes that ‘the future of this style 
is bleak’ and says, “Lack of Patronage has taken its toll and now few troupes are left. 
There are a few gurus well into their seventies who still teach this style with little 
support’’ (2004,84). The third style mentioned by him is the Kalluvazi style which lays 
emphasis on polish and improvisation paying special attention to stylisation in acting 
and dance. 
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Some scholars are of the opinion that Kalluvazi style was a composite style 
that emerged by fusing elements of the above two styles (Zarelli, 2000, 26). It is said 
to have been evolved under the patronage of a Namboodiri Brahmin around 1850 by 
Unniri Panikkar. Through Pattikantodi Ramunni Menon, this style entered Kerala 
Kalamandalam and has now become the dominant style in Kathakali. 

Another style is the Kidangoor style which developed under royal patronage 
in Travancore in the southern part of Kerala. The emphasis in this style is on the slow 
exposition of bhava leading to the evocation of the rasa in the spectators. For this, it 
has drawn inspiration from Kudiattam. 

Anyhow at the present moment, due to mutual influence and the merging of 
different styles, only two broad styles can be recognized as pointed out by V. Kaladharan 
of Kerala Kalamandalam. The northern style which draws heavily from the martial 
arts, the emphasis falls on precise movements, dance steps and body postures. In the 
southern style on the other hand, the emphasis is on abhinaya - histrionics and on the 
development of the narrative. The actor has a greater freedom as to the body 
movements (Kaladharan, personal interview). 

This variety in style and representation is proof of the fact that changes and 
innovations went on taking place within the received tradition. Each change also resulted 
in related change in acting as well. 

But when social institutions like feudal land ownership or the fami li al structure 
is destabilized, the cultural forms, that depended on these institutions, specially for 
patronage and viewership also get destabilized. The form faces a period of crisis 
when the old systems cease to function. There arises an urgent need to redefine the 
form going beyond the parameters mentioned earlier, in order to retain its relevance in 
the changed / changing circumstances. How Kathakali faced such a crisis and how it 
negotiated with the new challenges is analysed next. 

Period of Crisis 

If the first half of 19 th century is considered as the zenith of Kathakali, the last 
few decades of that century as well as early decades of 20 th century, can be considered 
the period of crisis, when a host of factors led to the destabilization of the traditional 
contexts of performance. 
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Successive kings after UtramTirunal did not take the same interest in patronizing 
Kathakali. As a result, after a long period of royal patronage, the troupe was restricted 
to giving a limited number of performances in the temples. 

Another important reason was the splitting of big landholdings. In the traditional 
system of inheritance, among the Namboodiiis, it was only the eldest son who inherited 
the land and so it was not split into small holdings. The changed situation is indicated 
in the following statement. “Points of conflict and confrontation is property. The 
property of the Nambuthri is called Brahmaswam. Earlier it was the eldest son who 
could inherit and maintain it. But now a days property is shared equally among all 
children” (People of India, XXVII, 1080). Successive acts like Travancore Malayala 
Brahmana Act III - 1106, Madras Namboodiri Act 1932, and finally the Hindu 
Succession Act of 1956, severely undermined the position of the tharavada or the 
joint family. As a result, many patrons lost the economic wherewithal to continue the 
patronage of Kathakali troupes. 

After the spread of British power, large parts of Kerala came under their 
suzerainty. With the spread of English education, the ‘colonised mindset’ developed 
among the educated class, who began to treat their own culture as inferior and crude. 
Kathakali also became a prey to such an attitude. This only added to the overall 
atmosphere of neglect. 

Another reason also perhaps needs to be mentioned here. Kerala as we have 
observed, had a very rigid caste structure with some features that were unique to that 
land. At the end of 19 th century, and beginning of 20 th century, there started social 
movements that began to question the hegemony of the upper castes. Narayana Gum 
(1854-1926) for example, began to work for the upliftment of many downtrodden 
communities, specially the Ezavas and Tiyas. Traditional familial systems like 
Sambandham (lit. alliance - where a Namboodiri man took a Nair woman as wife), 
and marimakkuttayam (matrilineality) began to be questioned as unsuited for a modem 
society. The Nair Service Society, started in 1914, also began to work for the 
reformation of the Nairs. As a result of all these social, legal, political developments, 
the foundations on which Kathakali had grown and prospered were severely shaken. 
As the Namboodiris and Nairs - the caste groups at the top of the hierarchy - were 
most closely associated with Kathakali, the other caste groups lower down the hierarchy 
perhaps began to perceive this form as part of and expressive of that hegemony. 
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Another important reason for the decreasing interest in Kathakali, specially in 
Southern Kerala must also be mentioned. 1930s and 40s were the period of the growth 
of the Communist movement in Kerala. This was also the period of several agrarian 
movements. The Communist movements organised the landless labourers and their 
struggle was against the feudal forces represented by the upper caste groups like the 
Namboodirs and the Nairs. As these were the castes most closely associated with 
Kathakali (and other classical forms), the art form was also perceived as representing 
the feudal value system and world view. In addition the communists started Kerala 
People’s Arts Club and began performing plays that directly projected the problems 
faced by the agricultural labourers. Plays like Patta Baki by K. Damodaran and 
plays by Topil Basi became very popular. The performers in these plays were also 
from amongst the agricultural labourers themselves. As a result, the cultural space that 
was earlier occupied by Kathakali and other traditional forms, was now taken over by 
these drama troupes. This social, political movement, accelerated the decreasing interest 
in Kathakali. 

The cumulative result of all these developments was that Kathakali faced a 
period of crisis in the beginning decades of 20 th century, with its existence itself being 
under threat. Commenting on the changed socioeconomic situation and its impact on 
Kathakali, Chitra Panikkar says, “This disrupted the functioning of the Kaliyogams 
(troupes) and drove the Kathakali artiste to the streets where, knowing no other 
profession, he was reduced to sheer penury” (1993,38). 


MODERN FORMS OF PATRONAGE-NEW INSTITUTIONS 
Kerala Kalamandalam 

In such a period of crisis, there came on the scene, the famous Malayalam 
poet, Vallathol Narayana Menon, a great lover of Kathakali. Realising the need for 
new forms of intervension, when the old, traditional forms of patronage were breaking 
down, he started Kerala Kalamandalam, in 1930, along with like minded friends like 
Mukunda Raja. It had a modest beginning with only five students. But he was able to 
bring together, the greatest artists of the period like P. Ramunni Menon, Kunju Kurup, 
K. Narayanan Nair as well as singers and instrumentalists. In spite of the initial difficulties 
in raising funds, he was able to provide an institutional framework for the rigorous 
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training required for Kathakali. Unobtrusively, the old gurukula system had given 
way to an institutional format. Soon it was shifted to Cherutturutti, near Shoranur, 
where it is now functioning on a sprawling campus. In 1941, it was taken over by the 
state and has now been declared a deemed university. 

Along with starting Kerala Kalamandalam, Vallathol also had the vision to 
realise that a revival of the form depended on rekindling an interest in the form both 
inside Kerala and outside. He decided to project it (not consciously perhaps), in the 
words of Zarelli, “at a local level among Malayalis as a marker of their identity, at a 
‘national’ level as a marker of a distinctively Indian national identity, and at an international 
level by gaining recognition for Kathakali as one ‘classical’ art among the world’s great 
classical arts” (2000,31). This effort by Vallathol can be related to similar ‘revivalistic’ 
efforts taking place in different performing arts of India, by persons like Rukmini Devi 
Arundel, Kamala Devi Chattopadhyaya and others. These efforts that began in pre¬ 
independent India, can be seen as part of the effort of projecting a national tradition of 
culture in opposition to the colonial discourse. 

It was only natural that such attempts took the form of revivalism, in trying to 
protect and purify the art forms, from conceived notions of corruption and neglect. 
Such a notion of national culture, may have had its utility under colonialism, it becomes 
a problematic construct in post-independent India not merely because it flattens the 
vast diversity of the land but also because it disassociates the cultural form from its 
sociocultural moorings. Commenting on such an approach in the study of Indian theatre, 
Nandi Bhatia says, “... the attempt to identify a ‘national’ canon of theatre can be seen 
as a decolonising gesture that seeks to establish an autonomous and ‘authentic’ identity 
under colonialism and in the wake of independence, such a move inevitably reinvents 
the past in ways that erase tensions and fissures of the post-colonial nation”. (Nandi 
Bhatia, 2007,1188). Issues like these are now being debated in relation to broad 
categories and concepts like ‘national culture’ 

After periods of uncertainty under government administration, Kerala 
Kalamandalam has now become a deemed university. It has a student strength of 
440, who study other forms also like Kudiattam, Bharata Natyam, Mohini Attam, etc. 
As a pointer to the changing caste configuration of Kathakali artists, there are now 
(2007-08) 60 students who belong to S.C., S.T. category. Students are admitted 
after 7 th standard. Along with training in the art forms, they are also taught general 
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education so that after eight years of learning, they are awarded B.A. degree. There 
are a number of students from other countries as well. In keeping with the demand for 
cultural tourism, Kalamandalam has started a programme called ‘A Day with the 
Masters’ where tourists spend a day watching a short performance, visit the classes 
etc. This programme has become popular among foreign tourists. 

Vallathol also took the Kathakali troupe on a tour not merely to other parts of 
India, but also to other countries, which greatly helped in bringing this form to the 
attention of the rest of India and the world. But unl ik e Shivarama Karanth, who took 
an active role in shaping the artistic product of Yaksharanga (as we have observed 
earlier), Vallathol, engaged hi mself only in organizational matters, leaving the artistic 
control to the artists themselves. 


Other Institutions 

Though the Kaliyogums organised by patrons and princes became a thing of 
the past, new organizations took their place. Apart from Kerala Kalamandalam, P.S .V. 
Natyasangham was started in 1939 by the famous Ayurvedic medicine manufacturing 
firm at Kottakal. Support from the industry also came when the F.A.C.T. Kathakali 
school was started in Udyogamandal in 1965. A private effort in the same direction 
was Unnayi Warrier Smaraka Kalanilayam. Two other such efforts are Sadanam at 
Ottupala and the one at hinjalakuda run by the famous artist Venu. 

Among such efforts, Margi of Trivendram, has charted its own unique identity. 
It was started in 1970, and in the beginning was engaged only in arranging programmes 
of classical music and theatre arts. The Kathakali centre was started in 1974 and later 
the famed artist Kalamandalam Krishnan Nair became the teacher. Margi tries to 
retain the old gurukula system. It also tries to recreate the old tradition of slow 
elaboration of the subtleties of the text through acting and the interaction of the artists 
and sahradaya-co nnoisscur, as it existed in the olden days. It considers the art form 
as ‘non-worldly ’, cut off from the mundane considerations as can be perceived from 
the following description of Kathakali in its website. “The vision of the mundane world 
having been cut out by the darkness of the night, the blaze from the huge solitary 
bronze lamp takes you to a new world of mystic vision; the worldly sounds gradually 
fade out as the human activities of the day gradually grind to a halt. A new world is 
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created... you are strictly within the confines of an illusory atmosphere” ( http://www 
margithcatrc.org/kathakali.html). 


Western Perspective - Its Impact 

Of the multifarious forms of performance and theatre in India, the one form 
that has attracted the greatest attention in the West, is undoubtedly Kathakali (and 
perhaps Kudiattam). Ever since Alice Boner’s writings since 1930s, a host of Western 
scholars and theatre practitioners have been attracted to Kathakali. Among them are 
important theatre personalities like Grotowski, Eugene Barba, and Richard Schechner. 
They have been specially fascinated by the methods of training of the body and mind; 
its system of internalization of the character and its objectification through the body 
etc. They have also tried to use many of these aspects in their own theatre practices. 
Of all the Indian forms. Kathakali is the one form, that has got the maximum exposure 
in the West. Starting from the first tour organised by Vallathol himself, innumerable 
troupes have performed in different parts of the world. A good number of foreign 
students are now studying Kathakali in different centres. 

This interest of the West in Kathakali has now given a boost to ‘cultural tourism’ 
as well. Tourism has increased by leaps and bounds in Kerala specially in the last two 
decades, with the government projecting the state as ‘God’s own country’. It has 
become an important destination for foreign tourists. Along with its beaches and 
landscape, two important attractions have been its traditional medicinal practices and 
its performing arts. Short performances of many forms including Kathakali are held in 
cities like Cochin and Trivandrum for these tourists in the form of ‘cultural packages’. 
Even Kerala Kalamandalam runs a special programme ‘A Day with the Masters’ 
specially catering to the foreign tourists as has been refered to. All these developments 
have no doubt created new opportunities for Kathakali artists and the form has got an 
international exposure that it has never had before. 

The crucial question to be asked is- how has this totally altered context of 
performance, affected/ is affecting the form? The altered composition of spectatorship 
is itself a major rupture from the traditional set up. Any performance emerges only in 
the ‘doing’ of it, where the artists, spectators, the context, all play a role in shaping the 
discourse. How are these new situations modifying and restructuring Kathakali and 
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the meanings that it generates. Questions like these need to be posited about the 
present status of Kathakali. 

Many Indian scholars of theatre, like Rustom Bhamcha and Ananda Lai have 
criticised Western scholars’ engagement only with traditional Indian performing arts 
and the experiments of interculturism and have called such an approach, another example 
of ‘neocolonialism’. For example, commenting on how Western theorists of theatre 
tend to decontextualise Indian performance traditions, Rustom Bharucha says, “I can 
not deny that this dominant tendency to dehistoricise Indian culture is the source of my 
discomfort with most intercultural theories of Indian theatre... it is worse when a 
traditional performance is stripped of its links to the lives of the people for whom it is 
performed. Nothing could be more disrespectful to theatre than to reduce its act of 
celebration to a repository of techniques and theories” (1993, 3-4). Questions like 
these become crucial, specially in the present context, when culture is also getting 
increasingly globalised. 

At the same time, a related question of equal importance, if not of greater 
immediacy, needs to be posited - what has been the impact of this exposure to foreign 
elements on the artists and on the form itself? How has this new situation changed and 
is changing Kathakali? This issue does not seem to have received much scholarly 
attention, though certain insights are found in the form of passing comments. 
Balakrishnan for example, makes the following guarded comment about such an impact. 
‘‘Dance today has to address several issues brought in by multiculturism and 
globalization... there are many practitioners, whose personal growth and development 
may have unobtrusively been conditioned by such atmosphere” (2004,91). 

There is no doubt that this development has brought in new spectators and has 
created new openings and opportunities for the artists. They are now in a position to 
earn more and it would be foolhardy to condemn such opportunities as mere ‘culture 
tourism packages’. At the same time, what are the expectations of these new spectators 
who are unfamiliar with the conventions, the ritualistic framework and communicative 
processes of Kathakali? How has their desire to see an ‘exotic’ fare, as representative 
of ‘the traditional art of Kerala’ and of the third world, been conditioning the artists 
and their performance? One effect of this rupture in performative context, is that 
Kathakali appears to be becoming more rigid. The effort seems to be to retain those 
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aspects of performance that the spectators expect to witness. As a result, ‘form’ 
seems to have gained a precedence over the ‘content’. Such a drive to make the form 
more and more classical, should not be at the cost of its vitality warns Sadanam Balakrishnan 
.. the current growing demand for ‘classicism’ should be taken in the correct perspective 
and be utilized to both preserve yet also to popularise this art form. Once the art becomes 
rigid or ‘nuseumised’, it loses its vitality” (2005,272). The deritualised context also 
changes the meaning of the performance as a whole, points out Bharucha. ‘‘The 
practitioners of many traditional dances and rituals in India, no longer perform for the 
gods; they perform for tourists, research scholars and ‘experts’ (1993,37). 

At the same time, Kathakali continues to be performed in traditional 
performance spaces as well (in temples for example) and for the traditional spectators. 
This can act as a counter and a corrective to the influence of cultural tourism. Comparing 
the two performaive contexts, Margi Vijayakumar, a leading artist, for example, says 
that he enjoys performing before traditional spectators as he can get the expected 
response (personal inerview). The danger arises only when the traditional spectators 
begin to lose interest, which seems to be happening to some extent, specially among 
the younger generation. But so long as Kathakali continues to retain its relevance in 
the cultural ethos of the people, its future is assured. The form has the resilience to 
address itself to the divergent expectancies of both sets of spectators. It is in these 
drastically altered performative contexts, that the meaning of tradition and what it stands 
for, becomes a contested zone. 

Kathakali’s Approach to Acting and Character representation. 

As pointed out earlier, the process of acting and character representation in 
Kathakali has attracted world wide attention from theatre activists. This is specially 
so because of its long and ardorous process of training of the body. To become a 
Kathakali actor, one needs to undergo 10-12 years of rigorous training. It takes many 
more years of experience as an actor, before he matures and gets to play major roles. 

Kathakali’s acting draws from two diverse sources. The training of the body 
is derived mostly from Kalaripayattu, the martial art of Kerala. It was only natural for 
the Nairs, who were the martial caste of Kerala, to use the training they received at the 
Kalari (gymnasium), in the service of this art. On the other hand, the mudras, (gestures), 
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facial expressions, nethrabhinaya (eye-acting) have all been taken from Kudiattam 
and developed. Kathakali also rigorously follows the training schedule of anga, 
pratyanga etc., as prescribed in Natya Sastra. Thus in Kathakali, we see a fine 
blend of Sanskritic and indigenous knowledge combining to form a new creative 
approach to acting. 


Approach to Acting 

The Kathakali actors, wearing distinctive make-up and the heavy gorgeous 
costume, mostly represent the characters of the epic world. First of all, the make-up 
and costume represent the character type to which the character belongs. The following 
are the character types as represented by the costume and make-up. 

1) Pacha (green) 

This class of characters includes divine figures, kings and other heroic, good 
characters. Most of the heroic characters of this category wear medium sized crown. 
A special crown is worn by characters like Krishna, Rama, who belong to this category. 
The base colour of the make-up is green. The colour of their costume will be red and 
blue. 

2) Katti (Knife) 

These are characters that have some elements of nobility but are arrogant and 
evil by nature. Anti-heroic characters like Ravana, Narakasura and raksluisas, belong 
to this category. Their red monstache indicates their cruel character and the base 
colour green indicates their noble birth. The bulb like feature on the forehead and nose 
also indicates their cruel nature. 

3) Tadi (beard); In this type we have three sub categories 

3.1 Vella tadi (white bread). 

Hanuman is the main character in this type. They are usually divine type of beings. 

3.2 Chavanna Tadi (Red beard) 

Characters like Virabhadra and Shisupala belong to this category. They are 
usually evil and vicious. The face is framed with the red beard and eyes are surrounded 
in black. They wear a huge crown and the upper garment is also heavier. 
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Vali and Sugriva the great monkey brothers also belong to this category, though 
they are not evil. 

3.3 Karutta tadi (black beard) 

These characters are not merely evil but are also schemers. The face is framed 
by a black beard. Their costumes are also black, with a blue skirt. They are primitive 
and wear a special bucket type of headgear. A flower on the nose is the demarkating 
feature of make-up. Characters like Kattalan belong to this category. 

4. Kari (black) 

Demonesses like Shurpanakhabelong to this category. They are also dressed 
in black. The make-up is also black and the face is dotted with red and white. They 
also wear grotesquely huge breasts. 

5. Minukku (Shining) 

Characters that have a spiritual quality and are gentle are included in this 
category. Most of the heroines, belong to this type. Sages, Brahmins, messengers 
etc. also belong to this category. The make-up usually has orange base. The costumes 
are also simple. Sages wear saffron whereas brahmins wear a simple cloth over their 
heads. 

4. Teppa (Special) 

This category includes characters from the non-human world. Jatayu, Garuda, 
Hamsa (in Nala Charitam ) and terrible looking characters like Bhadrakali and 
Narasimha belong to this category. 

Process of Acting 

Most of the body movements, broad gestures and gait are conditioned by the 
costume and make-up; for example, the huge crown of Chavanna Tadi , decides the 
way the actor can move his head and upper torso. 

The actor representing a character, in full costume and make-up enacts the 
‘content’ of the song sung in the background. He represents the words through the 
use of mudras, and presents the emotion (expressed through music) through the 
utilisation of facial muscles and eyes. Kathakali has no Vachikabhinaya (speech- 
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acting) of the actor, but the representation of the words of the song, is done through 
mudras. 

Mudra (gesture) 

The sign language of Kathakali, is a codified sign language, which is derived 
from Hindu and Buddhist spiritual iconography. The source books are Haslet Laksluina 
Deepika and of course Natya Shastra. Gestures, symbolise objects, abstract 
concepts, command words etc. There are 24 basic mudras, which used in combination, 
result in more than 400 hand positions. The mudras can be classified as those 
representing, heroic gestures, command gestures (‘come near me’ etc.), relationship 
gestures (lover, friend) etc. These gestures come automatically to the actor because of 
years of training. 

Training Process 

As we have dready observed, the training process of the Kathakali actor is a 
long process in which all the angas and pratyangas are trained seperately. As Philips 
Zarclli says, “All that is needed in performance has been deconstructed in the training 
process so that the neophyte is forced to master, step by step, muscle by muscle, 
within his body each specific tochnique of the fully constructed performance” (Zarclli, 
1984, 207) 

Kathakali acting is both an external and internal process. It involves training of 
the body and mind. B ut in the process of learning, the actor trains only the body. This 
training is so objectified and rigorous that the body ‘actions’ and body control become 
second nature to the actor. In this entire process his emotional state or imagination is 
not involved. Infact the entire process is so objectified that Richard Schechner’s 
remark that ‘Kathakali contains only signifiers with no signified’, becomes 
understandable (Karunakaran, personal interview). 

In further stages of training, the trainee is asked by the teacher to imagine, 
what is contained in the song. Even then, he does not invest his personal emotions but 
only of the bhavas in objectified manner. 

The above statement as well as the remark of Richard Schechner, may give 
the impression that Kathakali acting does not involve the mind or the personality of the 
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actor. Here we find that form has an overriding prominence, over content; most of the 
time, the inward process of acting, or ‘filling the content’ is left to the individual artist. 
On the one hand, the music and related body movements create the proper mental 
state in the actor. In addition, maturing as an actor is a long process. As the actor 
matures after several years of experience, he learns the process of internalisation of the 
character and the related emotional state. Infact this is what demarcates the average 
actor from the great (Kaladharan, personal interview). 


Kudiattam and other forms of Kerala 

Kutiattam is the only surviving form of Performance of Sanskrit drama, 
anywhere in India. It dates back at least to the 9 th century though some claim for it a 
history of nearly 2000 years. It gives us a glimpse into the tradition of performing 
Sanskrit plays. It has drawn the attention of theatre activists the world over, specially 
after it got recognition in 2001 by UNESCO. 

In Kudiattam we find, according to K.G Paulose, a scholar of the form, a fine 
blend of the national and regional traditions of performance. It has survived for centuries 
basically as a ritualistic form, connected to the temples and has been performed in the 
Kuttambalam (building specially constructed for performance in the temple courtyard). 
The community of Chakyars were specially devoted to the performance of this form. 
Women also participated in the performance and it was the task of Nangyar women to 
perform in the Kudiattam performances. Another dance form Nangyar Kuttu was an 
all women performance which was also performed by Nangyar women. 

This theatre was patronized by the elites, specially the Brahmins, well versed 
in Sanskrit and were performed in Kuttambalams attached to the different temples in 
Kerala. Its emphasis was on slow elaboration, through mudras and expressions, the 
‘content’ of the song. The emphasis was on abhinaya, - the four aspects of abhinaya 
as propounded by Bharatamuni and later commentators - Angika (bodily expression) 
Vachika (voice and linguistic aspect), aharya (costumes and stagecraft) and satvika 
(mental, intellectual, emotional). 

Kudiattam specialized in the training of the eyes and its use in expressing 
emotions. Of the four elements of acting, Bharata gave importance to Sattvika. The 
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expression of emotion in Kudiattam is concentrated in the eyes. (This is true of forms 
like Kathakali, or Mohini Attam as well). The Chakyars, the traditional performers of 
Kudiattam, developed a technique of acting through the eyes. Great importance is 
given for the training of the eyes. The bhava is expressed through the eyes. 

Dr. Paulose gives some examples of how bhava is expressed through the 
eyes leading to the related rasa. For example a scene starts with the expression of 
lajja (coyness). This is the bhava leading to the evocation of Sringara (the erotic) 
which is the rasa. This style of acting is also capable of expressing the subtlest change 
of emotions; for example in the presentation of Viraha (separation), and Karuna 
(empathy), though both appear almost at the same, V iraha ends with a ray of hope 
whereas Kanina ends in disappointment. 

Dr. Paulose considers Netrabhinaya (acting through the eyes) as the greatest 
contribution of the Chakyars to Indian theatre and says, “Chakyars gave eyes to Sanskrit 
Drama” (Personal Interview). 

About the actor-character dialectic, like many other traditional Indian theatre 
forms, the actor does not identify with the character; he is only representing it and not 
impersonating it. Infact in Kudiattam, he plays three roles simultaneously - character, 
narrator and interpreter. Moving from one role to another, he does not feel is a break 
from characterization. The traditional audience also receive it as such. The problems 
is in our eyes, as we are only exposed to modem theatre and European style of realistic 
acting, where the actor represents only the character. 

All the actors enact the Sanskrit lines sung in the background. Only the 
Vidushaka, has his own dialogues and he freely uses Malayalam language. Through 
him the Pan Indian Sanskrit theatre, becomes localized. 

Now this form has attracted the attention of the entire world, specially after it 
was recognized by UNESCO as the “Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Heritage 
of Humanity”. So the national Sanskrit theatre became localised in the environs of 
Malayalam society and is now becoming international. 
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Kudiattam is the earliest living form not merely of Kerala, but of the whole of 
India. It is only natural that it has left a deep imprint on the other forms Kerala like 
Nangyar Kuttu, Kathakali, etc. 

Kerala is a land rich in performing arts. Apart from the forms mentioned 
above, we have forms like Krishnattam, Chakyar Kuttu, Mohini Attametc. We also 
come across a lot many ritualistic performing genres like Teyyam, Mutiattu etc. It is 
only natural that these have left deep impressions on one another. For example scenes 
like the cutting off of Surpanakhi’s breasts, Dushyasana’s killing by Rudra Bhima, are 
said to have been drawn from local rituals and folk practices. When we talk of the 
approach to acting and character representation, found in Kathakali, we have to take 
into cognizance all the various approaches found in these forms. 


Conclusion 

Kudiattam or Kathakali’s style of acting and character representation is very 
different from the modem method of realistic acting or of Stanislavsky’s approach 
where it starts with the mind and spreads to the body. In Kathakali (as in most traditional 
Indian forms), acting starts with the body and then the appropriate mental state is 
evoked. Both the approaches, achieve what Stanislavsky calls, ‘psychophysical union’ 
between the mind and body on stage. But the artist is allowed to invest his emotions 
only after he attains maturity and not in the process of training. This can also be 
compared to the learning process in Indian classical music where no internalisation or 
emotivity is allowed until the swara, raga and lava (notation composition and rhythmic 
patterns) are thoroughly mastered by the student. 
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CHAPTER-4 

KUCHIPUDI 


Kuchipudi is the name now given to the traditional dance-drama as well as the 
solo dance form of Andhra Pradesh. This form emerged in a small village of the same 
name, (Kuchipudi) situated in Divi taluk along the bank of Krishna river, which was 
basically a settlement of Brahmins ( agraharam ). This dance form has now attained 
the status of a classical solo form, along with other dance forms of India like 
Bharatanatyam, Kathak, Odissi etc.. This evolution of the solo dance, performed 
mostly by women, out of a dance-drama that was performed only by men belonging to 
the Brahmin caste is in itself a fascinating feature of the process of radical transformation 
that this genre has undergone. From a ritualistic form that was performed in a village, 
it has also expanded its horizon, where it is now being performed in national and 
international venues as a representative form of Andhra and Indian culture. After a 
brief book at the history of Kuchipudi and its relation to other performative genres of 
Andhra Pradesh, this write-up will focus attention on Kuchipudi and similar dance - 
drama forms of Andhra and their approach to acting. 


Origin and Growth 

This geographical region that is now enclosed by Andhra Pradesh, has been 
ruled by a whole galaxy of kingdoms and empires like Satavahanas, Chalukyas, 
Kakatiyas, Vijayanagara empire etc. Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism and offshoots of 
Hinduism like Vaisnavism and Veerashaivism flourished here at different periods. The 
kings were great builders of temples and patrons of arts like dance and music. The 
devadasi system prevailed here also and there are mentions that some temples 
supported as many as 300 devadasis (Acharya, 13). Due to such patronage, a variety 
of performance genres, performed by devadasis as well as by other groups, flourished 
in this region. Under the influence of the Bhakti movement, during the medieval period, 
many of these forms were utilised for the spread of the religious message by the saints, 
which gave these forms, a new orientation and a new lease of life. The patronage for 
Telugu performance traditions, was continued by the Nayaka and Maratha rulers of 
Tanjavur In Tamil Nadu. Under such conditions a host of performance traditions, 
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performed by different caste groups, flourished all over Andhra, with support from the 
kings to the commoners, from religious savants to aesthetes. Bhagavata Mela 
Natakam of Kuchipudi was also a part of this broader tradition. 

As we have already observed, Kuchipudi is a village on the bank of Krishna 
river, inhabited mostly by Brahmins. The earliest reference to the performance tradition 
from this place is to be found in the historical record known as Machupalli Kaifiat 
(1502 A.D.). It is believed that a troupe from the village, presented a performance 
before the king of Vijayanagar, Immadi Narasa Nayaka, in which they represented 
how they were suffering under the cruel rule of the local chieftain. Impressed by their 
performance, the king is said to have delivered them from the cruel chieftain (Kothari, 
2001,31). 

The land of Kuchipudi was sanctioned to the Brahmin families by the Nawab 
of Golkonda, Abdul Hassan Tahnashah, in 1678 A.D., when he saw the performance 
of these families, during his visit to Musalipatnam. There are also references to a 
partition deed of 1763 A.D. and several other revenue documents in which sixteen 
families of Kuchipudi are mentioned (Anuradha, 1996,39-42; Kothari, 2001,33). 
All these dates indicate that this genre of dance-drama must have evolved and reached 
a stage of maturity around 15th and 16th centuries. The incident related to the 
Machupalli Kaifiat demonstrates how, this ritualistic form, depicting the story of Krishna’s 
life, was also capable of reacting to contemporary social exigensies (like any other art 
form, traditional or modem). 

The development of Bhagavatam, particularly of Kuchipudi is closely 
associated with the name of Siddhendra Yogi, the saint who is believed to have lived in 
14th- 15th centuries. Different scholars have dated him from 13th to 17thC.,A.D. 
and it is difficult to assess his time with accuracy. He is said to have authored the 
playscript Bhama Kalapam and to have taught this dance-drama to the Brahmin 
families of Kuchipudi. There are many myths and legends regarding the life of Siddhendra 
Yogi. At that time, the area surrounding Srikakulam (the erstwhile capital of Kakatiyas) 
was suffused with the spirit of the Bhakti movement, specially the Krishna cult. 
Jayadeva’s Geeta Govinda, composed in the neighbouring Orissa region, also held a 
wide sway in this area. Siddhendra Yogi is supposed to belong to the lineage of 
Narayana Teertha. Another important figure who worked for the spreading the Madhva 
cult was Narahari Tirtha, who acted as the regent of the young prince at Srikakulam. 
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According to one version of the legend that is commonly accepted, Siddappa 
was an orphan boy who was fond of dance and music. He was married in his infancy 
but was suffused with love and devotion for Lord Krishna. He was sent to Udupi for 
higher learning by the head of the math , as Udupi was the great centre of Madhva 
faith. On his return, after completing his education, he had to cross the river which was 
in full spate, to reach his wife’s house. In the middle of the river, he felt sure that he was 
going to drown. He had a revelation of Lord Krishna and decided to become a sanyasi 
and to devote his entire life for the propagation of Krishna cult. Providentially he was 
saved. “In an instant he understood that all human love, lust and sensual desire had to be 
sublimated to that of one great desire for God. He realised that he too was like Satyabhama, 
craving constant, eternal oneness with Krishna, the Supreme Being” (Acharya, 1992,9). 
He is said to have composed a number of songs extolling the divine love of Satyabhama 
for Krishna. 

Important from the perspective of the development of Kuchipudi, Siddhendra 
Yogi is believed to have taught this form of dance-drama to the Brahmin boys and to 
have taken an oath from them to continue the tradition and commit their male progeny 
for its continuance. That tradition has been continued even to this day by the Brahmin 
families settled in Kuchipudi. 

Why did Siddhendra Yogi choose the Brahmin community to teach this dance- 
drama and to continue the tradition. The Brahmins were never considered a performing 
community and in Bharata’s Nalya Shastra, the performers are metaphorically equated 
with Shudras. According to C.R. Acharaya and Mrinalini Sarabhai it was to keep the 
purity of the form and devotion to the expression of Bhakti. “Kalapam [Siddhendra 
Yogi’s songs about Satyabhama], became very popular, especially with the temple 
dancers as they were lyrical and imbided both the classical and the folk form. All the 
devadasis wanted to leam them. But Siddhendra, aware of the growing moral 
corruption amongst these women, thought they would be misinterpreted and misused 
by them to ensnare men. He decided to teach them only to Brahmin boys who were 
devout students of the scriptures” (1992,9). 

It is believed that Siddhendra, took this group away from the settlement of 
Brahmins, and established a new village, to avoid criticism and possible social 
ostracisation. This village came to be known as Kuchelapuram-the village of travelling 
performers. This name was shortened to Kuchipudi in popular parlance. 
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Bhama Kalapam 

This is the first dance-drama script of the Kuchipudi style. Written by 
Siddhendra Yogi himself, it deals with the varying emotions in the relationship between 
Krishna and his wife Satyabhama. It displays her varying emotions like love, jealousy, 
pride and viraha (pain of seperation). Kalapam usually consists of two characters, a 
prime character and a confidant. In Bhama Kalapam, it is Satyabhama and her 
confidant Madhavi. The first entry of the character is from behind the hand-held 
curtain, (which is called Praveshika darn), when Satyabhama throws her jada, the 
braid in front of the curtain. The decorations on the jada are supposed to represent 
the entire universe. It is also a challenge to any actor, who can perform the role of 
Satyabhama, better. The story revolves round the quarrel between Krishna and 
Satyabhama ending in reconciliation. There are interesting interpolations in the dialogues 
between Satyabhama and Madhavi. The performance begins with the preliminaries - 
called purvaranga in Sanskrit dramaturgy. They include invocatory prayers, 
consecration and decoration of the stage, welcoming the spectators etc. The Jarjara 
(Indra’s flag) and the Kuttilika (curved stick) are also brought on the stage to protect 
the proceedings. All this is usually performed by the sutradhara. The sutradhara 
plays many roles in these dance-dramas as narrator, interpreter, actor etc. This role is 
usually played by a senior actor. 

These preliminaries point to the strong influence of Sanskrit dramaturgy on 
Kuchipudi dance-drama. There are also several versions of Bhama Kalapam, and 
each guru follows the text that he has received from tradition. This performance has 
been famous for the male impersonation of Satyabhama’s role and for the scope for 
abhinaya that the role provides. As Aruna Bhikshu points out, this was not merely the 
first Kuchipudi text, but perhaps the only text for quite some time. “ Bhama Kalapam 
centred on Lord Krishna’s consort Satyabhama, was the only popular text till the 
eighteenth century. In fact it is the performance of this text alone that won the acclaim 
of Abdul Hassan Tana Shah” (2006, 249-50). Commenting on the importance of 
Bhama Kalapam, in the continuation of Kuchipudi tradition as a whole, Kothari says: 

Centering round the dance drama Bhama Kalapam, the tradition at Kuchipudi 
developed over the years. Bhakti remained its binding force. The Brahmin 
families inherited the legacy of dance-drama and music from the previous generation 
and passed it on to the next. The security provided by the land and maintenance 
allowed the Bhagavatulu-s to carry on their tradition, (2001,35). 
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Other Performance Traditions of Andhra 

It is not to be assumed that Kuchipudi as a performance genre existed or 
developed in isolation. As we have already observed, a great many performance 
genres existed in this region from very early times. Even during the period when 
Kuchipudi Bhagavatam originated and developed, many performance traditions were 
in existence. All these forms have interacted with and enriched one another as is only 
natural when they coexist. Even within the Bhagavatam tradition for example, Swapna 
Sundari, the famous Kuchipudi exponent, mentions nine different forms, each performed 
by a different caste group (2005, 20). Some of the major forms that had direct 
interaction with Kuchipudi, are described here in brief in order to understand how 
Kuchipudi emiched itself and developed drawing from these various forms. 

Yakshagana 

Just as yakshagana is the major genre of performance in Karnataka, in Andhra 
also it is the major form of dance-drama having a history of more than six hundred 
years. The word Yakshagana refers to the performing art as well as to the literary 
form. The earliest reference to Yakshagana in Andhra is found in the poet Srinatha’s 
work in 1430.A.D. (Kothari, 2001,29). The name of jakkulu community is associated 
with this form. Since that time, there have been a number of Yakshagana works, which 
make use of different metrical compositions set to different raga and tala. It received 
royal patronage as well, with several kings, themselves being composers. This form 
flourished in Tanjavur in Tamil Nadu as well under the Nayaka rulers. Infact 17th and 
18th centuries are considered as the golden age of Telugu Yakshagana. It also came to 
be recognised as a seperate literary genre in Telugu literature and many works which 
do not seem to be meant for performance were also composed. Apart from 
mythological themes, some works were based on historical themes. Works on folk 
heroes like Karibhanta and Sarangadhara are found in Kannada as well as in Telugu. 

As a performance, Telugu Yakshagana had both folk and classical elements. 
The Bhagavatamela of Brahmin performers, in the words of Kothari, “shaped the 
Yakshagana into a more stylised form, confirming to the tenets of Bharata’s Natya 
Shastra ” (2001,31). When the Kuchipudi me las were in search of new themes and 
texts, they took them from the existing corpus of Yakshagana texts. In fact there are 
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said to be nearly 800 Yakshagana texts, though all of them have not been printed. 
There is no doubt that Yakshagana has influenced the performative aspects, specially 
the dramatic elements of Kuchipudi, apart from being a source for new texts. There 
were many performing traditions within Yakshagana and there was mutual influence 
between them points out Swapna Sundari. “Yakshaganams were also widely performed 
by dancers of other communities. It is possible that these various groups drew upon 
each other’s features to embellish their own presentations” (2005,44). 


Chindu Bhagavatam 

Chindu Bhagavatam is a performance tradition of Chindu Madigas, who are 
classified as scheduled caste. They are a nomadic tribe who move from village to 
village giving performances of ‘Puranic’ episodes. The entire family takes part in 
performance - women do not take roles but are part of the music group and chorus. 
This is a very popular art form in North Telangana particularly in Nizambad dist. 

The artists claim that they are related to the madigas who are both supposed 
to be descendents of Jambuvanta; the Madigas are supposed to be bom to the wife of 
Jambuvanta whereas the Chindus to his mistress. The Madigas are the main patrons 
of the Chindu performers, to whom they perform Jambava Purana. Other caste 
groups may also sponsor their shows. 

The colourful costumes are similar to Yakshaganam, though the abhinaya and 
dance steps are different. All the actors are always present on the stage and sway to 
the music. 

They are a nomadic community and move from village to village for six months 
in a year. Every member of the family is supposed to take part in performance. Now 
a days they are facing hard times, due to lack of patronage. The audience even in 
villages are dwindling due to the lure of television. 

Some of the Chindu artists have received recognition at the national level. 

Pagati Yesham and other Forms 

Apart from Yakshagana, other genres of performance also existed in Andhra 
and these also have had a relation of give and take with Kuchipudi. Pagati vesham is 
a form in which the artists perform during the day time, usually on the streets. (In 
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Sanskrit dramaturgy, they are named Bahurupi.) Apart from mythological themes, 
the emphasis is on picturing social problems in a satirical, humorous manner. Gaddipadu 
Agrahara, near Kuchipudi was famous for Brahmin performers of Pagciti Vesham. 
Many Kuchipudi artists were themselves performers of Pagati Vesham. In present 
day performances of Kuchipudi, the influence of Pagati Vesham can be seen in some 
songs and in the performance of Ardhanarishwara Vesham. In this, the same actor 
plays both Shiva and Parvati. Half the face has the make-up of Shiva and the other 
half of Parvati, with a veil seperating the two halves. 

Another form that was also performed during day time, on the streets, was 
Veethi Natakam, which also was a dance-drama form, but on a simpler scale because 
of the performative space. Kothari mentions a derivative of this form which emerged 
in the 19th century called Vithi Bhagavatam, which was performed at night and in 
which women usually from the courtesan communities also took part (2001,88). 

Though Kuchipudi was the preserve of only male artists, the parallel dance 
tradition of female performers was also in existence. This was the Nattuva Mela of 
Bhogam Varu and Sani Varu (as Devadasis were called in Andhra). Traditionally, 
these female dancers performed in temples and palaces, with emphasis on pure dance 
sequences ( nritta ). There was a constant interaction between these dancers and the 
Bhagavatars of Kuchipudi, point out Acharya and Sarabhai. “Meanwhile ritual dances 
continued in the temples as they did in the palaces. There was an exchange of 
knowledge between the devadasis, the rajanartakis and the bhagavatars and a lot 
of nritta dance from the former styles was taken and reinterpreted for the natakam. 
Solo pieces such as padams and shabdams were also introduced into the natakam ” 
(1992,20). When Kuchipudi emerged as a solo form in 20th century, the inspiration 
came from Nattuva Mela points out Aruna Bhikshu, a leading Kuchipudi exponent 
(Personal interview). 

Another Brahminical tradition of dance-drama can be found in Bhagavata Mela 
Nataka of Melattur in Tamil Nadu. It is performed in Sanskritised Telugu language 
and the form is believed to have existed in six villages around Melattur. These Brahmin 
communities are supposed to have migrated to Tanjavur region during the reign of the 
Nayakas in 16th century A.D. Venkatarama Shastri authored twelve dance-dramas, 
including Prahlada Charitam and Usha Parinayam, which are performed even to 
this day. Regarding the relation between this form and Kuchipudi, Kothari says that 
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Bhagavata Mela Natakam is, “an offshoot of the Kuchipudi dance-drama tradition” 
and that it “shares many features which are common to both the forms” (2001, 87). 
There are also references as to how, new scripts and certain compositions were 
introduced into Kuchipudi dance-drama from Bhagavata Melas by Hari Madhavayya 
(Anuradha, 1993, 12). This is an example of how, the influence flowed back to 
Kuchipudi from Melattur. All the forms mentioned here coexisted in the same 
geographical and cultural region, around the same time and so it was only natural that 
there was considerable exchange of artistic inputs amongst them. 


The Flowering of Tradition 

No living tradition remains static or frozen. It goes on emerging, acquiring 
new features and altering subtly what has been received from the past. This process of 
the flowering of tradition, its transition and in the last half a century or more, a significant 
breakaway from the past, is divided into 3 phases by Anuradha Jonnalagadda, a leading 
performer and teacher of Kuchipudi. 

Phase 1 ofYakshaganas 1880s to 1930s 

2 Transition - the emergence of solo forms 1930s to 1956 

3 Modem Period - crystalisation of solo form; the growth of modem 
dance-drama; 1956 onwards. (Anuradha, 1996,45). 

In the 18th century itself, the tradition of Kalapam was augmented with the 
addition of a new text Golla Kalapam by Bhagavatulu Ramiah. This was a non- 
mythological script, it consisted of two characters, a Brahmin and a mi lk maid and the 
sharp repartee between them on aspects like the Vedas, sacrifice, yagna etc. Through 
the milk maid, it highlights the utter futility of distinctions based on caste or creed, 
emphasising on oneness as advocated in Advaita philosophy. Along with Bhama 
Kalapam , this play was also equally popular with the traditional audience, points out 
Kothari. “In the villages, Golla Kalapam still finds favour with the audiences. The 
Kuchupudi bhagavatulus are Smarta Advaitins in their religious creed, therefore 
this Kalapam has found favour with them. It is also performed in Veethi Bhagavatam 
form” (2001,63). 


90 


Process of Transition in the Past 

Changes began taking place in Kuchipudi in the second half of 19th century 
itself due to the changing socio political situations. With the establishment of the British 
rule, the patronage that the form had received from the ruling elite, became a thing of 
the past, though private patronage from the remnants of feudalism continued on a 
limited scale (Anuradha, 2006,270). Another challenge came in the form of new 
drama troupes, specially the ones from Dharwar in Karnataka and the Parsi troupes. 
Inspired by them, new Nataka Samcijas (Drama troupes) came into existence in 
Andhra as well. 

In order to overcome this challenge and to find new patronage from public 
support, Kuchipudi artists themselves began to form troupes called melam. Each 
family group had its own melam like Pasumartivari Melam and Chintavari Melam 
(Bhikshu, 2006,250). It goes to the credit of Chinta Venkataramayya that he brought 
different families together under the banner of Venkatarama Natya Mandali and toured 
extensively in the early part of 20th century (Kothari, 2001, 38). Another troupe, 
Prabhakar Dance Party in 1940s toured extensively and included artists like Pasumarti 
Krishnamurthy and Vedantam Raghaviah. One result of these efforts was that Kuchipudi 
had succeeded in spreading to other regions beyond coastal Andhra. As Swapna 
Sundari says, “Kuchipudi dance which was called Bhagavatam at this time, had already 
begun to move out of the area of its origin by the time that the National Academies 
were established in the 50s” (2005,18). 

These developments also forced the need for new themes and scripts. Many 
new plays were taken from the vast store house of Yakshagana literature and were 
adapted. Chinta Venkataramiah added Yakshagana plays like Bhakta Prahlada which 
was first performed by his troupe around 1875 (Anuradha, 1996,115). Usha Parinaya 
originally written by Chidambara Kavi was adapted to Kuchipudi by Vedantam 
Prahlada Sharma and Satyanarayana Sharma. We have already observed how some 
scripts were taken from Bhagavata Mela Nataka of Tamil Nadu by Hari Madhavayya. 

As the Kuchipudi troupes were trying to compete with the drama companies, 
the emphasis in these new efforts, was more on Vachikabhinaya- dialogues. The 
aspect of dance specially nritta (pure dance) no doubt continued but the performances 
became more drama than dance. There was also an overall change in presentation 
techniques, with the introduction of painted scenery, sets, fighting etc. 
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Around 1940s there also began to emerge the trend of solo performances. 
Vedantam Lakshminaraya Shastri and his son, travelled all over India giving solo 
performance with emphasis on abhinaya and nritta. Chinta Venkataramayya had 
already introduced solo dance sequences as Natya Pallavi and Jati Vidhanam into 
Kuchipudi dance-dramas (Swapna Sundari, 2005,17). Vempati Pedda Satyam inspired 
by the performances of Udaya Shankar and Ram Gopal, began performing solo forms 
with two male artists, around 1940s. It is also mentioned that the first female performer 
was an artist named Saudamini in Pedda Sathyam’s troupe. (Anuradha, 1996,135). 

Another important development around this period was that many of the 
performers began to move out of the village to different towns and cities in Andhra and 
outside in search of livelihood and better prospects. Aruna Bhikshu mentions towns 
like Eluru, Hyderabad, Vijayawada, Rajamandhri, Vishakapatnam and of course 
Madras, where many teachers established training centres (2006, 252). Some of 
them joined the film industry in Madras as choreographers. They settled down as 
gurus and began teaching dance. The result of this spreading out was that for the first 
time, this form began to be taught to pupil belonging to different caste groups. Even 
earlier such efforts were made by teachers like Bhagavatulu Vissayya who taught the 
devadasis and Vempati Paradesi who taught the Scheduled Caste students around 
Kuchipudi itself. As a result of such efforts, “an ail form which had purely been the 
property of Brahmin males was now extended to other communities” (Bhikshu, 2006, 
251). (This movement was continued by Vedantam Lakshminarayana Shastri, who 
taught this art to female students as well.) Another major shift that took place, as the 
teachers began imparting teaching of this form in different towns and cities was that a 
large number of women also began learning this form. This major development and its 
repurcutions will be discussed later. 


Resurgence of Kuchipudi 

The decades of 1940s and 50s are usually considered the period of Renaissance 
of traditional Indian dance. It was a period of revivalism, when many forms in different 
parts of India, were ‘revived’ by the efforts of scholars and nationalists as a counter to 
the colonial discourse in an effort to establish the national identity in the field of culture, 
particularly the performing arts. The efforts of persons like Rabindranath Tagore, 
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Rukmini Devi Arundel, Vallathol and others succeeded in gaining recognition to different 
forms like Manipuri, Bharatnatyam and Kathakali at the national level. 

These efforts continued in the first few decades after independence as well. 
The effort was now to, “foster and develop Indian dance, Drama, Music and Films 
and to promote through them the cultural unity of the country”. Earlier if the patronage 
was provided by kings and feudal lords, after independence, this role was taken over 
by central and state govts. For this purpose, three academies were established by the 
central government and the first National Dance Seminar was organised by the Sangeet 
Natak Akademi in March 1958. This seminar and the one held in 1959 in Hyderabad 
by Andhra Sangeet Natak Akademi were to have far reaching impact on the form that 
is recognised today as Kuchipudi, but in opposite ways as we shall soon see. 

In the national seminar in 1958, four dance forms were given official recognition 
as ‘classical’ dance forms. These were Braratanatyam, Kathakali, Manipuri and 
Kathak. In spite of the strong arguments put forward by the scholar Visa Appa Rao 
and the demonstration by Kanchanamala (disciple of Vedantam Lakshminarayana 
Shastri), Kuchipudi did not succeed in getting the classical status. 

This disappointment led to the holding of Kuchipudi Natya Seminar in 1959 
undertheauspiciesof Andhra Pradesh Sangeet Nataka Akademi. This seminar created 
a forum where the entire spectrum of Kuchipudi performance could be displayed by 
the artists. Scholars like Visa Appa Rao, Banda Kanakalingeshwara Rao, A. Tandava 
Krishna and others spoke on the history and development of this art form. It was 
resolved to work towards claiming for Kuchipudi, a classical status on par with other 
forms of India that had gained this recognition. It was also decided to start a training 
centre. The Siddhendra Natya Kalakshetra was started in 1961 at Kuchipudi and 
two other places as a result of these efforts. As Aruna Bhikshu points out, “This 
seminar stands as a milestone in the history of Kuchipudi... It also prompted writings 
on the history, form and content of the dance” (2006,252). 


The Politics of ‘classical’ status 

The categorisation of an art form as classical folk, modern etc. can become a 
highly contentious issue. It is often naively assumed that the inherent qualities of an art 
form - its sophistication, the rules and stipulations ( shastra ) regarding different facets of 
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the art (preferably in the form of written texts rather than in oral tradition), a long unbroken 
tradition etc., decide its classical status or other wise. 

But in this process of claiming or ascribing a classical status to an art form, 
certain crucial questions remain unanswered: who is the authority that decides on the 
status of an art form? Are these decisions value free and neutral; to what extent are 
the decisions conditioned by the caste group and position of the performers in the 
caste hierarchy, etc. These and a host of related questions are neither articulated nor 
answered. Such issues make it clear that ‘classicalising’ an ait form is a highly contentious 
issue that is conditioned more by sociopolitical pressures which mould our response to 
the crucial question - what is culture. 

One of the presumed requisites in getting a classical status is that the form 
should be related to the Sanskritic tradition - in the case of performing arts to Bharata’s 
Natya Shastra. In the case of many forms, artists and scholars are now searching for 
and many a time ‘inventing’ such a lineage. This process was at work during the phase 
of revivalism of Kuchipudi as well. Look at the following statements by two of the 
doyens of Kuchipudi, Vedantam Lakshminarayana Shashi and Vempati Chinna Satyam, 
who have been instrumental in shaping the contemporary form of Kuchipudi. Vedantam 
is quoted to have said, “Yes, Natya Shastra is dramaturgy. The solo system of 
Bharatanatyam, Manipuri, Orissi, Kathakali are names given by us. All these evolved 
ontof Natya Shastra. Our Kuchipudi too. But we haven’t improved it. So it is still 
in the primary stage. Ours was a village. We had no opportunity to see other kinds of 
dance. This too prevented our proper development” (Satyanarayana, 1994,8). Apart 
from relating Kuchipudi and other dance forms to Natya Shastra , the statement also 
points out another prerequesite for attaining a classical status - that the ait form should 
have the backing and support of urban middle class and intelligentsia. Vempati Chinna 
Satyam also states how his work drew inspiration from Natya Shastra: 

Right from the early period of my life, I believed that Kuchipudi dance is 
deeply rooted in the Natya Shastra tradition. This made me go back again 
and again to the grammar of Natya Shastra and improve my grasp of the art 
theoretically and also in translating it into performance (Bhikshu 2006,258). 

We should also realise that this trend of relating the contemporary form of the 
art to the Sanskritic tradition, was witnessed in several dance forms all over India in 
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the years after independence. This search for Sanskritic lineage can also be related to 
the process of Brahaminisation. All the issues mentioned above exemplify how 
determining the status of an art form - classical, folk, modem etc. - is not an ‘innocent’ 
issue of categorisation but is a contested terrain, where different forces- social, political, 
economics, and aesthetic, condition our judgement. 

Emergence of Contemporary Kuchipudi 

Kuchipudi, as we have observed, originated and developed in a rural setting in 
coastal Andhra. The performers were all men belonging to the Brahmin community 
and they performed dance-dramas that emphasised on the depiction of Bhakti. The 
performances were also noted for the female impersonation by male actors, specially 
the role of Sathyabhama. 

But the Kuchipudi of the present, has broken away from this tradition of the 
past in such marked ways that it would not be wrong to call it a rupture. The dance- 
drama of the past, with emphasis on Vachikabhinaya has now become solo dance 
form; if only men performed in the past, it is now mostly dominated by women 
performers; from only Brahmin performers in the past it now has performers belonging 
to all castes and communities; The performative space has shifted from the villages to 
towns and cities and even to the international sphere. This transformation began in 
1940s and in the next few decades it took a definite shape and codified form. What 
we recognise as Kuchipudi dance today evolved during this period, though it derived 
most of the inputs from the tradition of the past. 

Dance-drama to Solo Dance 

This process of change took place in Kuchipudi in the last half a century and 
the first break from tradition was the emergence of solo form of dance out of dance- 
drama of the past. This shift has become so well established now, that Kuchipudi of 
the present is most often recognised only as solo dance. Even Kuchipudi dance-drama 
of the present has broken away from the past in marked ways. This shift to the solo form 
is described by Kothari as “the first major innovation” (Anuradha, 1996,151). 

Several reasons can be ascribed for this change. One immediate cause was 
the dwindling patronage. The huge cost and organisational problems in travelling with 
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an entire troupe must have also acted as a disincentive. In the words of Aruna Bhikshu, 
“The changing social, political and economic scenario around the lives of the practitioners 
and mainly the lack of patronage... must have worked as the stimulus for this creative 
metamorphosis” (2006,255). Lack of opportunity and search for better prospects 
led many artists to join different drama troupes or the film world. (Kothari, 2001,38). 
The inspiration for the solo form came from the examples of the success of nattuvamela. 
The Kuchipudi artists were also aware of the developments that were going on in 
Bharatanatyam and how it had created a niche for itself in the cultural space in the 
urban mileau. This change was necessitated not merely for the survival of the art form 
but also of the artists themselves, points out Aruna Bhikshu (personal interview). Certain 
elements that lent themselves for solo performance were taken form the traditional 
performance material. These were redesigned to suit the new need of solo performance. 
Certain new items were choreographed and added to create the solo Kuchipudi 
repertoire. 

The great mentor who was instrumental in designing the solo form was Vedantam 
Lakshminarayana Shastri. He trained his son to perform lasya natika (graceful dance) 
and choreographed several solo numbers. He included several nritta numbers and 
the most typical Kuchipudi number now, Tarangam, in which a dancer balances himself 
on the rim of a brass plate (Kothari 2001,38 and 158). He also taught abhinaya to 
several Sanskrit slokas and included several numbers like padams and javalis in the 
solo repertoire. The pair of father and son toured all over India giving performances. 
One of the students of Vedantam Lakshminarayana Shastri, Nataraja Ramakrishna 
explains how Vedantam adapted the elements of dance-drama to the needs of a solo 
form. “What Sastrigaru did was to sharpen it, give it a greater projection through 
public performances” (Bhikshu, 2006,255). 

This shift from dance-drama to solo dance also meant a shift in what the dancer 
‘represented’. From representing a character in dance-drama, the dancer also has to 
become the narrator in the solo form. If the lyric has several characters, the dancer, 
has to represent these roles, while also being a narrator. 

Another development out of the solo dance was the emergence of duets, where 
two dancers perform together. Vedantam and his son were also the pioneers in starting 
this trend. During 1940s, Vempati Pedda Satyam, inspired by Udaya Shankar and 
Ram Gopal popularised duets with two male dancers. As more and more women 
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became performers in Kuchipudi, the role of the male dancer was also redefined and 
given a new projection. If they were known for female impersonation in the traditional 
format, they now began to take virile Yakshagana roles and began to perform with 
female dancers in duos. (Korada Narasimha Rao made a name for himself in such 
virile roles as Bhasmasura, Hiranyakashipu etc.) The trend of male and female duets 
has been continued by dancers like Raja and Radha Reddy, Vanishree and Jay a 
Rama Rao and others. As a result of this innovation, Swapna Sundari adds, “...the 
presence of the male dancer in Kuchipudi continues albiet in a modified way” (2005, 
168). 

Succeeding gurus and artists have added their own contributions to the 
flowering of the solo dance form. This process is going on even today. The emergence 
of the solo form out of the traditional format of dance-drama has naturally changed 
Kuchipudi’s approach to acting which has been dealt with later. 


Female impersonators to Female Performers 

Traditionally we have seen how Kuchipudi was performed only by men. In 
fact the form was famous for male artists who made a great name in performing female 
roles like Satyabhama. Another important break from the past, which has changed the 
entire form, took place when women were inducted into Kuchipudi as artists. This 
process was also started by Vedantam Lakshminarayana Sastri himself. As Kothari 
says, “He was the first guru to train female dancers and introduce them to Kuchipudi 
in solo exposition” (2001, 158). In the past, we have observed how there was 
continuous interaction between the nattuvamela of devadasis and the Bhagavatars. 
But when the gurus moved out of their villages to different towns, they began teaching 
to students belonging to different castes and to female students. 

The situation has changed so drastically today from the tradition of the past, 
that Kuchipudi is known mostly for its female dancers. For example, at a Kuchipudi 
festival organised by Central Sangeet Nataka Akademi in 1997, there were 56 female 
dancers and only 13 were male. Dancers like Yamini Krishnamurthy, Indrani Rehman, 
Uma Ram Rao, Sumati Kaushal etc. were the first female artists who succeeded in 
creating a new identity for Kuchipudi. Many of these women artists have themselves 
become gurus imparting training to others. 
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Kuchipudi’s approach to Acting 

We have observed how Kuchipudi was originally a dance-drama performed 
by Brahmin men in a ritualistic context. It consisted of a l im ited number of play-scripts 
which were mostly Kalapams. Akalapam consisted of a leading lady, her confidant 
and sutradhara, who played all sundry roles and was usually played by the guru 
himself. Acharya and Sarabhai explain his importance for the performance. “The 
sutradhara is in many ways, the most important character of the play, for he is narrator, 
explainer, and interpreter, acting as the thread, which connects together and holds 
together, the beads which are the elements of the drama” (Acharya, 1992, page no. 
not mentioned). 

The dance-drama contained many features found in other dance-drama 
traditions of South India, like the use of the hand held curtain for the first appearance 
of characters. The character slowly emerges frombohind the curtain. One special 
feature of Kuchipudi Bhagavatam is that the character introduces himself or herself. 
This self introduction, during which the character reveals the characteristics of the role, 
is called praveshika daru. 

The male impersonation of female roles, specially that of Satyabhama was the 
unique feature of this dance-drama. Dance items of pure dance ( nritta ) were there 
but they had to serve the needs of drama. So abhinaya was given prominence. 

But when the dance-drama changed to solo performance and when women 
began performing, the fundamentals of abhinaya or acting in Kuchipudi were completely 
transformed and had to undergo fundamental changes. These two changes - the 
emergence of the solo dance form and the shift from male to female performers took 
place around the same time. The body movements and gestures meant for the male 
body representing the female, had to be reinterpreted for the female body. 

As a result of this major reversal in the ‘body’ of the performer, the idiom of 
dance and body kinesthetics had to be changed accordingly. In the words of Aruna 
Bhikshu, “The performance in which the instrument was the male body had come to 
be expressed by female bodies. In other words, the imitation of the female bodies had 
been replaced by female bodies dancing themselves” (2006, 258). Such a change 
involved changes in every aspect of dance like body posture, gait, steps etc. and what 
they represented. The traditional aspects of all these had been developed for the male 
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body representing the female. Now they had to be rescribed and recoded to suit the 
female body. This process of change was started by Vedantam Lakshminarayana 
Shastri himself when he began teaching the dance to female students. The process 
was continued by Vempati Chinna Satyam and other gurus, who realised the need to 
redefine the body kinetics. The reinterpretation and adoption of the traditional dance 
to the female body and the challenge it poses are summed up by Kapila Vatsayan. 
“The problem of transfering a technique that was evolved for the male body to 
impersonate female, to be articulated again through the female, presents complex 
kinesthetical problems. These are challenges which a Kuchipudi dancer faces, meets 
and overcomes in a successful performance” (Foreword, Acharya, 1992). 


Emergence of new dance-drama 

When Kuchipudi emerged as solo dance, naturally the earlier form of dance- 
drama faced the danger of extinction. It was rarely performed anywhere outside the 
traditional rural setting. Acutely aware of this loss, may artists and scholars made a 
conscious attempt to resuscitate the dance-drama form. What emerged out of this 
revivalistic attempt, was a new form of dance-drama, more like a ballet and very 
different from the Bhagavatam or Yakshagana of old. This form has gained acceptance 
and popularity now. Many new experiments are being done in this style dealing with 
mythological, historical and even modem themes. 

The first attempt at creating a new dance-drama was also attempted by 
Vedantam Lakshminarayana Shastri, but it can be said to have come of age in the 
productions of Vempati Chinna Satyam. He drew inspiration from the ballets of 
Kalakshetra in Chennai. He was greatly thrilled, as he himself says, by Kamala 
Lakshman’s Bharatanaty am performance, which he saw for the first time in Madras. 
What impressed him most was the perfection in her dance (Sathyanarayana, 1994,5). 
He got the first opportunity to put his creative ideas into practice in the production of 
Sri Krishna Parijatham for a college in Kavali, Andhra Pradesh (1957). The script 
was written by S.V. Bhujangaraya Sarma, with whom Vempati developed a life long 
relationship, as he wrote the librettos for most of his future dance-dramas. 

The turning point in Vempati’s career as a choreographer and of Kuchipudi 
dance-drama as a whole, was the performance of Ksheerasagara Madhanam in 
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Vijayawada in 1962. Such acclaimed artists as Yamini Krishnamurthy (Mohini), 
Vedantam Suryanarayana Sarma (Dhanvantri) took part in it. Chinna Satyam hi mself 
played the role of Shiva. Several new innovations were attempted, like getting rid of 
Vachikabhinaya, dances set to lyrics, the use of simple sets, lighting etc. These changes 
have almost set the trend for all future dance-dramas. With this production, “started 
the era of innovations in Kuchipudi dance-dramas, with new themes, structure and 
performance. It showed the potential of Kuchipudi dance technique and the great scope 
for innovations that the tradition provides one with” saysAnuradhaJ. (1996,136). 

Vempati continued choreographing other dance-dramas which were given the 
name nrityanatika. Apart from productions like Srinivasa Kalyanam and Shiva 
Dhanur-bhangam. Hara Vilasam etc. he also tried new themes like Rabindranath 
Tagore’s play Chandalika. He made use of mimes and folk elements apart from 
laying greater emphasis on nritta and nritya. He has been one of the great pioneers 
of modem Kuchipudi, having also trained thousands of students in his Kuchipudi Art 
Academy in Chennai, which was started in 1963. 

Apart from Vemati Chinna Satyam, many other artists have also successfully 
produced the new dance-dramas. Mention may be made of some early attempts like 
Megha Sandesham by Nataraja Ramakrishna, Sit a’s Daughters by Mallika Sarabhai 
and Matsya by Avanti Medurai. Their new dance-dramas have gained popular 
acceptance. New productions are done regularly by most of the reputed artists though 
not many see repeat performances. 


New Themes, New Experiments 

Since the middle of 20th century, new themes and experiments have been 
tried in Kuchipudi. Andhra Praja Natya Mandali had produced Yakshaganams on 
contemporary themes like Hitler Patanam, on the fall of Hitler and Shimla 
Bhagavatam dealing with the talks regarding partition and independence held at Shimla. 
Succeeding artists have tackled mythological, historical, social and even abstract themes 
in Kuchipudi idiom. They have even given new interpretations to traditional themes. 
Attempts have also been made to present these dance-dramas in different Indian 
languages. For example Swapna Sundari has produced ballets in Hindi, Vyjayanti 
Kashi has done them in Kannada. Experiments have even been made in the use of 
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English. Rama Bharadwaj, settled in U.S.A., made innovative use of Kuchipudi in her 
production of Panchatantra. At the same time, Leela Venkataraman feels that there 
is scope for more experimentation. “Kuchipudi has not been harnessed to daringly new 
themes. Visual attraction and rhythmic excitement are what it thrives on” (2002,138). 

This does not mean that experiments and innovations are limited only to the 
choice of themes. Swapna Sundari points out how the traditional dance unit -adavu, 
was given an unusual and interesting treatment in one production (2005,175). Vempati 
himself had used ballet like movements to picturise river Ganga (Anuradha, 2006,274). 

Today’s artists are in the search for a contemporary relevance and want to use 
Kuchipudi for the expression of these modernist urges. To take a few instances, 
Aruna Bhikshu’s production of Rudrama Kalapam dealt with the historical figure of a 
valorous queen, who even had an all women army. Her intention was to convey a 
strong feminist message. Vyjayanti Kashi, another leading exponent, explains how she 
searches for contemporary significance even while depicting mythological roles: 

I am an artist of today. I can not become a woman of the past. lean 
only respond to the past from today’s point of view. Being a woman 
of today, I can not be satisfied with Satyabhama’s quarrel with 
Krishna... My Sita will have the costumes, gait etc. of the past. But 
I can respond to her predicament only as a woman of 21st century. 

The tradition has the potentiality of creating new meanings. I should 
know how and what. That is my search as an artist (Personal 
interview). 


Impact on Acting 

These changes have naturally had an impact on the process of acting also. 
The emergence of a new pattern of dance-drama has again given prominence to 
abhinaya. For the last several decades, during the emergence of the solo form and 
the shift from male to female body of the performer, the emphasis had shifted to nr ill a 
- pure dance items (jati etc) and to technical finesse. Now artistes are slowly realising 
that in this shift, the soul of Kuchipudi, its unique abhinaya style was being lost. Look 
at the comment by Aruna Bhikshu, a Kuchipudi performer and teacher. “Now I feel 
the soul of Kuchipudi Dance is being lost; it has become only virtuosity, execution of 


101 


diffiucult movements in Jati, swaram etc. nothing of abhinaya. For me communication 
is important... I feel a lot has to be done for abhinaya in Kuchipudi. Otherwise we 
will be left with tap dance’ ’ (personal interview). This statement highlights the importance 
of abhinaya and character representation in Kuchipudi. 

But in the solo form many a time, the emphasis has fallen only on the show of 
virtuosity, as is pointed out by Aruna Bhikshu in the above mentioned comment. In 
fact, Vyjayanti Kashi, was a Bharatanatyam exponent but she found the form too 
constricting and turned to Kuchipudi, because of the freedom it provides. The unique 
feature of Kuchipudi dance, whether solo as dance drama is its emphasis on Abhinaya. 

This emphasis on Acting- abhinaya, is because even the solo dance form has 
emerged from the original dance-drama. The freedom provided by Kuchipudi as an 
art form for experimentation, trying new themes etc., has attracted many artists. In 
these new experiments, the emphasis was naturally on abhinaya as they were mainly 
dance-dramas. But they were more like Western ballet and so, the acting also had to 
be redefined. 


Conclusion 

Kuchipudi has also responded to the challenges of globalisation. The corporate 
sector has emerged as a new patron, though the support is more to established ‘stars’. 
Special Kuchipudi performances were designed for occasions like World Chess 
Championship, International Coffee Day etc. Today it is being taught not merely in 
the major cities across India but also in many centres abroad. Recently (July 2008) 
more than 300 Kuchipudi dancers performed together on the same stage for nearly 
eight minutes in U.S.A. This incident was perhaps a symbolic demonstration of how 
this art form has travelled from a small village in coastal Andhra to the international 
arena. The radical changes that have taken place in this form during the past half a 
century, have enabled it in gaining this recognition in India and abroad. 

All these changes have also left their imprint on Kuchupudi’s approach to acting 
and character presentation. 
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CHAPTER-5 

TERUKKUTTU 


Introduction 

This ritualistic dance-drama form of Tamil Nadu is known by different names 
such as Kuttu, Kattaikkuttu and Terukkuttu etc. Its area of activity is the northern 
districts of Tamil Nadu and Pondicherry. Of the forms that we have analysed so far, 
Kathakali has attained a classical status, in Yakshagana, its classical or folk status is a 
hotly debated issue. But Terukkuttu is usually considered a folk form, both by performers 
and by scholars. We have seen how these categories themselves are art if icial constructs, 
and have the potential to create hierarchies. Terukkuttu has strong ritualistic elements. 
In the traditional performing contexts, the ritualistic relevance overrides the artistic 
appeal as is pointed out by Richard Frasca. “Its ritual significance or relevance is of 
primary importance in Tamil Nadu villages and its value as entertainment subordinate” 
(1990, 1). 

Terukkuttu literally means a street play. The performances are in the open air, 
with the audience sitting on all three sides. The musicians called pinpattu sit at the 
back of the stage. The accompanying instruments are the percussion instruments 
(.mridangam and dholak ) and a reed like instrument, mukhaveena, two pairs of 
cymbals and harmonium. The stories are mainly from the Mahabharata, and are 
performed in a cycle of nine days. The structure of the performance begins with the 
preliminaries, with songs in praise of various detities. Then enters the Kattiankaran, 
who plays the roles of stage manager, clown, herald, etc. and facilitates the entry of 
major characters. Though his role can be compared to the traditional clown in other 
South Indian theatre forms, he plays a more central role in this form, controlling the 
entire flow of performance. As Balvant Gargi says, Terukkuttu “reveals theatrical 
shrewdness in the character of Kattiankaran and his function” (1991,143). 

The first entry of major characters is always from behind the hand held curtain (as 
in Kathakali and Yakshagana). The character slowly reveals himself in his gorgeous 
costume and make-up. The most dominant feature of the costume are the wooden 
shoulder ornaments and the huge crown. The female roles are also played by men. 
The lead female role is usually accompanied by female impersonators, who are portrayed 
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as common folk, having a close resemblance to women in the audience. The 
performance ends with mangalam, the formal closure. 

Terukkuttu has a strong rural base and its players and audience mostly belong to 
what is termed as the lower strata of mral (now urban as well) society. As a result, this 
form has often been neglected and looked down upon as ‘folk’ in the pejorative sense of 
the term, by the urban elite as is pointed out by Hanne de Bruin. 

Many urban, elite members of Indian society wrongly conclude from the 
absence of codification that Kuttu performances are largely improvised. They 
tend to regard Kuttu as an unsophisticated and degenerated theatre form 
that can only please ‘the uneducated and illiterate’. This prejudice seems to 
be caused by the low caste of the performers rather than by the lack of artistic 
value of professional Kuttu performances (1999,41). 

Such an attitude may appear strange in the Tamil society, which is proud of its 
classical cultural forms like Bharatnatyam or Karnataka music. But on closer look, it 
points out the profound tmth that the concept of what constitutes ‘high culture’ is also 
part of the hegemony of the elite and the upper castes. That Terukkuttu belongs mostly 
to the non-Brahminical, rural society, has meant a lower status for this form, irrespective 
of its artistic merit or potential. 

In music, some of the ragas of Karnataka music are used but in a different style. 
The actors also intone with the singers. The most unique feature of Terukkuttu’s singing 
is the high pitch (called seven and a half kattai ) of the singers. 

Performative Context - Bharatam 

Traditionally Terukkuttu performances have been associated with the temples of 
village deities, specially Draupadi Amman temples in the northern districts of Tamil 
Nadu (Cheyar, Vilupuram, Kanchipuram, Kadalur, parts of Dharmapuri dists.) and 
Pondicherry. Alf Hiltebeitel who has worked extensively on Draupadi cult, mentions 
the existence of more than two hundred Draupadi temples in North and South Arcot 
districts alone. He relates the development of Draupadi worship to the kingdom of 
Gingee and says that it may have started around 14th century A.D. He further adds, 
“The song sung at the beginning and ending of each performance relates Draupadi not 
merely to her temple but also to the kingdom of Gingee and the village Melacceri (Old 
Gingee)” (1991,3-4). 
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The entire Bharatam performance is a month long affair which includes rituals, 
story telling in the afternoon and concludes with the dramatic performances on the last 
few days. The Tamil versions of Mahabharata, Vellikoothuraya Bharatam (13th 
C.) and Nallapillai Bharatam (18th C.) are used for the elaboration of the 
Mahabharata story. In these versions, we can already see a certain level of localisation 
of the pan Indian epic. Draupadi, the wife of the Pandava brothers, is deified and 
equated with the village deity in these temples. She is supposed to safeguard the village, 
assure fertility and well being of the village community, their children and their animal 
wealth. The performance of the Bharatam ritual is closely linked to such a belief, points 
out M.D. Muthukumaraswami: 

The belief system structures, relates, shapes and interprets the sacred text and performance 
and so organizes the levels of participation of the villagers... the villagers had organised 
a full Mahabharata festival... because they were concerned about the failure of monsoons 
year after year. The fact that the festival was being organised after a lapse of several 
years enlivened their hopes of rejuvenation, agricultural prosperity and growth. The 
festival accentuated, fine-tuned and aligned the subliminal consciousness of the villagers 
towards Mahabharata through Therukoothu and other theatrical devices employed in 
the rituals and story telling” (2006,41). 

The performance space is usually in front of the temple and the expenses are 
borne by the villagers through contributions. The entire cycle of rituals and performance 
costs a good deal of money and so may be performed once in several years depending 
on the financial resources. The cycle of plays depict several incidents from 
Mahabharata, which include episodes like the disrobing of Druapadi after the dice 
game, the fight for the cattle at the end of agyatavasa (living incognito) by the Pandavas, 
Arjuna’s Penance, etc. It will end with the killing of Duryodhanaby Bhima and the 
coronation of Dharmaraya. Hanne de Briun mentions a cycle of eleven plays popular 
in Cheyyar Taluk (1999,113-114). 

There are several fertility rituals connected with the performance of some of the 
episodes where the entire village takes part and the whole village becomes the 
performance space. For example, in Arjuna’s Penance, the actor playing the role of 
Aijuna, climbs a tall pole that is erected for the purpose. From there, he throws down 
flowers and lemons. People who are childless or want blessings, gather around the 
pole and collect the flowers or lemon in the belief that their wishes will be fulfilled. 
During the episode of the cattle fight, all the cattle of the village are brought out on the 
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streets of the village. The actors playing the roles of Arjuna, Bhima, Kama and 
Duryodhana, in full costume, run round the cattle, chasing them here and there. The 
villagers also take part in it and this ritualistic performance and it is believed to ensure 
the well being of the cattle. During the enactment of Bakasura Vadha, Bhima goes 
round the village in a bullock cart and is given rice, vegetables etc. by the villagers. This 
ritual is believed to protect the children and enhance the fertility of the soil. In the 
episode where Draupadi puts on the guise of a Kuravanji (nomadic fortune teller), 
children are given in the hands of the actor playing Kuravanji, for their well being. 
Some grains are also received by the villagers to ensure abundant crops. Richard 
Frasca uses the term ‘communitas’ to indicate how the entire village, irrespective of 
caste, class inequalities becomes one during these ritualistic performances. The entire 
space of the village and all the inhabitants thus relate themselves to the Mahabharata. 
“The most striking aspect of this homogeneous communal consciousness is that through 
these large scale enactments, the village as a whole identifies itself directly with the 
mythology” (Frasca, 1990,169). 

During the performance of the entire cycle, a huge idol of Duryodhana, made of 
mud and sand, lying prone, is prepared and he becomes a mute witness to the entire 
proceedings. On the last day of the battle, when Bhima kills Duryodhana, the spectators 
also beat the idol with broomsticks. The ritualistic performance comes to an end with 
the coronation of Dharmaraya. 

These details point to the unique features of Terukkuttu as a theatrical tradition. 
The entire village becomes the performance space. The villagers are not merely the 
spectators but also become the participants in the performance. The strong framework 
of faith and ritual binds both the actors and spectators and ensures the continuity of the 
tradition. We can understand the ingenuity and inventiveness of Terukkuttu’s theatrical 
idiom in the way in which it involves the entire village. Modem theatre is now engaged in 
the search of precisely these qualities - where spectators and participants become one 
and where performance becomes a ritual. The theatrical versatility and potential of traditions 
like Terukkuttu becomes clear in the strong ritualistic framework and the participatory 
mode of theatre. The following comment by Na. Muthuswami, a leading theatre 
personality, who has used elements of Kuttu in his theatrical productions, makes this 
point explicit. “In its native setting, Koothu takes the whole village as its performing 
arena. All the villagers become loyal citizens of Pandavas. It is audience participation at 
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its fullest” (1985,81). 

Localisation of Mahabharata 

Terukkuttu is an enactment of the pan Indian classical epic of Mahabharata, but 
through a process of inteijections by the writers of the play scripts ( vadyars ) as well as 
the artists, the narrative has been localised. Many new characters not found in the 
Sanskrit epic are introduced, local customs and belief systems have been made part of 
the performance. We have already seen how Draupadi has become Draupadi Amman, 
the local deity protecting the entire village. Commenting on such aprocess of localisation 
of the pan Indian epic, Richard Frasca says, “The Mahabharata cult [in Tamil Nadu] 
represented a complex fusion of elements from epic mythology - Tamil village goddess 
worship and the devotional worship of the god Krishna, her protector. It effectively 
transforms Draupadi of the epic into Draupadi, the village amman, a powerful goddess 
who presides over and protects a village” (1990,597). We can take other examples 
of this process of localisation. Kama’s wife Ponnuravi is a major character in Kama 
Moksham but never finds a mention in the Sanskrit epic. Similarly Draupadi as Kuravanji 
is a purely local creation, relating Draupadi to the community of nomadic fortune tellers. 
Similar is the case of Aravan, Aijuna’s son and Pottharaja, the guardian of the Pandavas. 
Aravan is the presiding deity of transexuals, who gather in large numbers and worship 
him once a year at the Aravan temple at Koothandavar in Vilupuram dist. Similarly 
Potharaja seems to be a local cult figure who has been assimilated into the epic canvas 
of Mahabharata. 

Details like these indicate how the Sanskrit epic is localised and made relevant to 
the Tamil ethos and culture. By adding certain elements, leaving out certain others, 
emphasising elements that are considered important, the pan Indian is not merely made 
local, it is also made to serve local aesthetic, cultural needs. It may also serve certain 
social, political purposes, though at a symbolic level. We have seen in the case of 
Kathakali, how cultural forms also become expressive of social, political urges. The 
same is tme of Terukkuttu as well. Look at the following remark by Hanne. “Vanniyars 
and Ccnkuntar Mutaliars regularly sponsored performances. Both communities aspire 
a Kshatriya status. The commissioning of a Kattaikuttu play or a complete Paratam 
festival is one of the means of asserting their heroic self image’ ’ (1999,112). Sponsoring 
a Mahabharata performance is not merely a means of affirming their position in society 
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but also of relating to the pan Indian social structure and the claim for Kshtriya status 
(and thereby gaining social prestige). 

Other Performative Contexts 

Though the Mahabharata cycle forms the most prestigious occasion of Terukkuttu 
performances, there are several other contexts when they are performed. Rituals of 
other village deities like Mariamman, Ankalamman are also occasions for Terukkuttu 
performances. A single performance or a short cycle of performances may be performed 
on these occasions. Festivities in the temples of pan Indian deities like Shiva or Vishnu 
often become occasions for Terukkuttu performances. They may also be sponsored 
by individuals or families. For example, Kama Moksham is performed at the end of 
the 16 day funeral rites, performed after the death of a person. It is supposed to assure 
the deliverance of the departed soul from the cycle of rebirth. In the play, Krishna 
assures deliverance to Kama as part of a ritual, that has ‘attributes used at a funeral 
ceremony ’ (Hanne, 1999,281). The relatives of the deceased person also take part in 
the ritual conducted as part of performance. Krishna gives Kama a darshan (vision) 
seated on his bird vehicle (Garuda) and accompanied by his wives. This performance 
is essentially ritualistic and the blessings of the almighty are supposed to be transferred 
to the performers and through them to the sponsors and spectators. The strong 
Vaishnava influence is visible in this practice and the performance of this episode is 
considered the equivalent of the reading of Garuda Parana, a ritual practised usually 
by Brahmins as part of funeral rites. 

Other than these ritualistic occasions, new occasions not related to ritualistic 
contexts are becoming more frequent now. Similarly plays not based on Mahabharata 
are also being written and performed. 

Traditionally particular Terukkuttu troupes were associated with particular temples. 
Taking part in the ritualistic performance was considered their duty as well as right. 
They would be paid in the form of cash or kind which was called mamul. The performers 
had no right to negotiate about the remuneration and had to accept whatever was 
offered. This kind of obligation was related to the social structuration of the village, the 
perceived higher status of the patrons and the lower status of the performers. 


New Troupes-Changing Caste Equations 
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Traditionally the ritualistic performances of Terukkuttu are associated with the 
non-Brahminical communities. Frasca points out how this rite is “dominated by village 
groups that arc distinctly low: Vannian agriculturists, Tampiran Pujaris, Acari carpenters, 
Utaiyar carpenters, Vannan washermen and other communities making up the lower 
portions of the Tamil social hierarchy” (1990,177). But in the ritualistic performances, 
they were given prominence as they had the special prowess to negotiate with the 
sacred powers of the deity. They also became the mediators through whom, the 
destmetive powers could be controlled and the blessings of the deity could flow to the 
entire village. Though the position of these castes in the society as a whole was low, the 
ritualistic performance gave them an assured place and prominence in society. The 
performance also provided an opportunity for “clear reversal of status and social 
hierarchy” (Frasca, 1990,178). Many of the spectators and patrons belonged to the 
Vanniar caste (now categorised under Other Backward Castes) who aspire to the 
Kshatriya - Warrior status. 

With the radical changes taking place in post-independent India, the caste system 
is also undergoing a sea change, where each caste is trying to assert its identity and 
political clout specially if it has the numbers. In villages where Vannniars are in large 
numbers, they are also associated with the Draupadi Amman temples where the 
ritualistically charged Bharatam performances are held. The attempt at upward social 
mobility of this group, as well as the assertion of their identity has resulted in the 
rejuvenation of many religious deities which have also become important centres of 
Terukkuttu performances. The political aspirations of this community has resulted in 
the establishment of a new political party, Pattali Makkal Kachi (PMK) which has 
seen a fair amount of political success as well. 

Many among the Vanniars are also now becoming Terukkuttu performers and 
organisers of troupes. The sponsors in Vanniar dominated villages seem to prefer the 
artists of their own caste group (Hanna, 2003,10). This has resulted in competition 
among the troupes. These developments also indicate how new blood is being infused 
into this art form with the entry of artists from nontraditional caste groups. It has also 
resulted in greater opportunities for performance. All this indicates how, Terukkuttu is 
becoming expressive of contemporary social urges and tensions. It points to the vibrancy 
and flexibility of the form that it is not merely coping with these challenges but has also 
become an instmment for expressing the social convulsions. As Hanne de Bmin says, 
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“It is a flourishing tradition, and has through its inherent flexibility, been able to adjust to 
and profit from changes within the Tamil society” (1999,153). 

New Contexts of Performance 

With the recognition that Terukkuttu has now received as the representative Tamil 
folk theatre, new avenues and opportunities are also opening up. It is also moving from 
the traditional ritualistic space to the secular space of culture and government patronage. 
Culture departments of government, both state and centre are giving grants, awards 
for artists and are creating new opportunities for the performance. This new opportunity 
has created related problems as well. All the grant giving bodies being situated in cities, 
troupes, mostly situated in villages find it hard, to get into this circle, unless they have 
the right network of links and relations. So, the general impression is that certain groups 
are favoured over others. 

Another problem relates to audience expectations. The artists have traditionally 
been attuned to the ritualistic framework and the concomitant expectation of the 
spectators. But in a nonritualistic context, they are forced to alter their approach and 
the performance text as a whole. Many a time, the all night performance will have to be 
reduced to two to three hours. This will mean a drastic change in the performance text. 
The artists exhibit the resilience to cope with these challenges. 

These new systems of patronage can create other more subtle threats as well. 
Terukkuttu as we have observed, has always survived in the villages catering to the 
needs of a rural audience. When the same form begins to address a larger, urban, 
heterogeneous audience, there will also be an attempt to ‘purify’ the form, from its ‘crude, 
folk’ antecedents, to a ‘pure art form’ that is acceptable to the cultural elites. In such an 
attempt, there is not merely the bias of the urban, educated elite, there is also the grave 
threat of appropriation, where the very people who have nurtured this form for centuries 
may be kept away from it. Such a possibility has political overtones, feels Hanne: 

It provides the arts establishment with an opportunity to ‘rescue’ the tradition from 
the hands of its illiterate exponents in order to restore it to its ‘previous glorious state’. 
This rhetoric is a powerful instrument by which to legitimize, for example practices of 
biased patronage as well as other forms of appropriation of the theatre by members of the 
urban elite. The idea of salvage feeds also into the desire of creating cultural icons that 
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unproblematic ally (re)present India’s hoary spiritual and cultural heritage by confirming 
its status and cultural identity among other nation-states in an increasingly globalizing 
world (2003,6). 

New Organisations 

Several new organisations are now engaged in the revival and ressurection of 
Terukkuttu. Though the ideological underpinnings of these organisations are different, 
they are devoted to redefining the traditional form, in order to face the challenges of 
modernity. They are all committed to maintaining what they perceive as tradition, even 
while making it relevant to the fast changing social, cultural, scene of Tamil Nadu and 
India in this era of globalisation. 

We have already observed how Koothu-P-Pattarai, Chennai, has been engaging 
itself with Terukkuttu since 1977. They have been working with the famed Nateshan 
and Kannappa Tambiran’s troupe. They have been associated with projecting 
Terukkuttu at the national level and with many experiments in adapting elements of 
Terukkuttu to modem stage. N. Muthuswami reminisced how Bansi Kaul, the renowed 
theatre person, produced a play, Panchali Shapatham making use of many aspects 
of Terukkuttu around 1978 (with inputs from Kashi, Kannappa Tambiran’s son). This 
according to him, was the first attempt at using Terukkuttu on the modem stage. With 
Kannappa Tambiran’s help, they started recovering many aspects of tradition that 
were either forgotten or had become deformed. One of the charges levelled against 
these efforts was that they were trying to modernise the traditional form. Muthuswami’s 
counter to this charge is that they were only trying to get back elements that were lost 
or deformed - in other words, they were trying to recover tradition and not modernise 
it. This attitude of revivalism - of trying to recover what is presumed to be lost or 
deformed is one of the most important ways in which most Indian traditional arts have 
tried to counter the forces of modernism. Such efforts almost always emerge from 
agencies outside the traditional frame of the art concerned. But in such an effort, what 
is not often realised is that revivalism is itself a modernist trend that presupposes that 
traditions are in the danger of being lost or deformed and so needs to be ‘protected’. 
What is not often realised is that what we perceive as tradition is and has always been 
in a state of flux and is never still or frozen. 

Koothu PPattarai has also been experimenting with new themes and plays. Two 
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plays based on the Ramayana were tried by them and these have now come to be 
accepted by other troupes as well. A daring experimentation was the adaptation of 
story by Dante Gabriel Marques in Terukkuttu idiom, for the theatre festival at Columbia. 
They have also popularised performances of shorter duration. Muthuswami is confident 
of the future of Terukkuttu, specially now with national and international exposure. 
About the changing perception about this form, he tersely adds, “When I started working 
on Terukkuttu in 1970s, the Marxists called us feudal and the cultural pundits named 
us revivalists. Now the same people are calling it people’s art and folk theatre” (Personal 
interview). Now they are engaged in working on social awareness programmes and 
are interacting with ten Terukkuttu troupes for this purpose in several villages. 

Another major effort at organising the artists connected with this form, at the 
grass root level was the establishment of Kattaikoothu Kalai Valarchi Munnetra Sangam 
in 1990. Its aim was to provide a platform where the artists could discuss issues 
related to their form and also to act as a bridge between these village based artists and 
government agencies. The most important purpose was to give voice to the concerns 
of the artists themselves and to retain Terukkuttu’s identity as representative of local 
culture as is explained by Hanna de Bruin. “It [the Sangam] wants to keep Kattaikkuttu 
in the hands of its contemporary exponents who should have the liberty to utilise 
Kattaikkuttu as an instrument to strengthen local culture and varied local practices, 
thus providing a counterweight to a dominant (global) perception of cultural expressions, 
religion and society” (2003,12). 

The Sangam is running a training school since 2001 where training is imparted in 
this art form. It is also giving training to school children (boys and girls) along with 
formal education. Esmme Merten, analysing the effect of this parallel art training on 
children says that it has contributed greatly to the development of communicative and 
social skills of the students and has also led to their cultural development (2005,63- 
65). The Sangam is also trying to break the advance system, by following the policy of 
consensus among artists and is creating opportunities for interaction with other art 
forms. 

Other organisations like National Folklore Support Centre, Chennai are also 
working for creating an awareness about this form through publications and other 
academic activities. 

Anew opportunity that has arisen is the coverage that Terukkuttu is now getting 
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in television channels. This was first started by MakkalT.V., the mouthpiece of P.M.K. 
party. Other Tamil channels are also providing slots for Terukkuttu. It is also being 
used by political parties to reach out to the urban and rural masses. Edwina Ranganathan 
writing in 1980s states, “Since these performances are so important to the poor 
communities, political parties have hired Terukkuttu actors to perform sociological 
themes extolling the merits of their party and political ideas’ ’(1983,11). The form now 
has to redefine itself for the new demands of television as well. 

As a result of the efforts of these organisations and also due to the changed/ 
changing perception of what constitutes ‘culture’ (as a result of sociopolitical changes), 
the position ofTerukkuttu in this mapping of Tamil culture is also undergoing a massive 
change. Terukkuttu has always had an important ritualistic, cultural place in the traditional 
area of its activity. But in the educated, urban cultural milieu, it was often regarded as 
crude, unpolished, ‘folk’. But these preconceived prejudices are now changing (though 
slowly) and it is now gaining recognition as the tme representative of Tamil theatre. As 
a marker of this changed vision ofTerukkuttu, it was performed for the first time only 
recently in the festival at Kalakshetra, Chennai, which is usually considered as the 
fortress of the elite spectators and ‘classical’ arts. Thus even while being rooted firmly 
in the rural moorings, Terukkuttu is negotiating with the new contexts of performance, 
unfamiliar audience expectations, from the urban mileu to the national and international 
spaces. In this process, its inherent flexibility and resilience are defining the parameters 
within which it is being re-scribed. 

Renaming the Form - Kattaikkuttu 

We have already seen how Terukkuttu was not accorded prestige by the urban 
middle classes until recently. An ambitious attempt at claiming the prestige was to 
rename the form by Kattaikkuttu Sangam. Drawing inspiration from the most unique 
feature of the costume - the wooden shoulder ornaments, crown and breast plate, 
known as Kattai Chamankal, the form was renamed Kattaikkuttu. Terukkuttu as 
we have seen literally means street play. It refers both to the theatre form that is 
performed in the open air and to the participation in ritualistic procession, by the actors 
in full costume, when the deity is taken out in procession, in the streets. In order to 
differentiate these two forms of performance, the term Kattaikkuttu was coined to 
specifically indicate the all night theatrical form. The assumption behind such an attempt 
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was that the street performance was largely responsible for the low status accorded to 
this form and to the artists. 

Another reason for opting for a new name was that the word Terukkuttu had 
attained a derogatory connotation. The reason for it is explained by Hanne de Bruin. 
“... the practice of Terukkuttu appears to have been the prerogative of a few Vannar 
(washerman) lineages of performers... [who] felt that the name ‘Terukkuttu’ drew 
attention to their caste background and by implication, to their former subordinated 
position” (2000,103). 

The renaming of this form has led to a heated debate about the need or 
appropriateness of this change of nomenclature. Particularly the involvement of a foreign 
scholar in the renaming process, seems to have created an antagonism. But Hanne de 
Bruin, the scholar in question strongly argues that it was the artists themselves who felt 
the need to change the name to overcome the negative connotations that had come to 
be associated with Terukkuttu (2000,102-104). She also relates this debate to the 
more fundamental questions about “who can claim to be the theatre’s ‘legitimate’ 
representatives, and who will ultimately decide its form and content” (2000, 111). 

This kind of change seems to have been inspired by the change in the nomenclature 
of the dance form known by names such as dasi attain or sadir which has now gained 
acclaim as Bharatanatyam. This was a name that was coined only in 1930s by revivalists 
like Rukmini Devi Arundel, V. Raghavan and E. Krishna Iyer. This change was 
engendered by the upper echelons particularly the Brahmins who were engaged in the 
ostensible task of ‘retrieving’ the form, with the unfortunate result that the traditional 
exponents have almost been cut off from the dance form now and the prestige it receives. 

But, the sociopolitical situation has been changing markedly since the early part 
of twentieth century. Though the caste inequalities have not vanished, the caste groups 
that were placed in the lower rungs have become more aware of their rights and are 
now asserting their rightful place in society as well as their identity. Such a process can 
also be related to the democratic setup in independent India. This assertion can be 
seen in the ritualistic and cultural spheres as well. 

The word Terukkuttu can be compared to the word bayalata in Kannada. This 
word literally means play or performance in the open field. This is a generic term 
applied to all traditional dance-drama forms that are performed in the open air. It is not 
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merely suggestive of the performative space but hints at a world-view that is all inclusive- 
irrespective of the differences of power and position, caste and creed, everyone is 
welcome to witness these performances. Such a world view stands in opposition to 
that of the classical forms that were performed indoors, either within the precincts of a 
temple or in the courts of kings and land lords. These are exclusivist forms which were 
open only to a select few. The performative space (indicated by the nomenclature) 
thus becomes a sign representing these opposite world views. 

This debate regarding the name, indicates how the traditional forms have become 
contested territories where differently placed sections of the society are playing out the 
social and political tensions of the regional, national and international arena. The new 
name has also led to some confusion as the new nomenclature has not received universal 
acceptance and as Muthukumarswami says, Hanne seems to be the lone scholar who 
uses that name (personal interview). 

New Plays, New Themes 

Though the traditional repertoire of Terukkuttu consists of the plays dealing with 
the Mahabharata, it has shown great flexibility in dealing with new themes. Localised 
versions of the pan-Indian epic have always been projected in this form. The process 
of enacting new themes has been accentuated now, with the greater popularity of the 
form and the growing demand of the audience. Some of these new plays were based 
on the Ramayana. Muthuswami N. mentions two plays which they performed for the 
first time and which have now come to be accepted even by traditional troupes. 

The flexibility of the form has always allowed scope for contemporaneity. The 
improvisations have been used to make social and political comments specially by the 
clown and Kattiankaran. Now the reinterpretations of the epics have also been 
attempted in the new plays being written. For example, the new play Khandavavana 
Dahanam (The burning of the forest Khandava), even as it deals with the episode 
from the epic, emphasises on protecting the ecology. 

The inspiration for the new plays has come from various sources. Manimalan’s 
Battle , where Bhima goes in search of the heavenly mandara flower, seems to have 
drawn inspiration from the celebrated Kathakali play, Kalyanasougandhikam. Another 
play deals with the deity Ayyappa of Sabarimala who has a huge following in the whole 
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of South India. 


Several totally new and innovative plays have also been written and staged. 
Muthuswami’s daring experimentation of staging the Columbian writer Marquis’ story 
has already been mentioned. Hanne de Bruin gives a list of such plays performed by 
Kattaikkuttu Sangam. Many of them are children’s plays. Some deal with issues like 
ecology and social harmony (1999,123). All these new attempts point to the innate 
flexibility of the foim and show how the form is coping with the challenges of modernity, 
from within the traditional frame work. But totally new experiments which seem to 
break away from the framework of the form (like the adaptation of Marquiz’s story) 
have not received wider acceptance. 


Revival of ritualism 

In the case of Yakshagana, we saw how in the last decade, there has been marked 
rise in the number of troupes devoted to ritualistic performances. This development 
has taken place after decades of commercialisation when these ‘tent troupes’ (where 
admission is through tickets) ruled the roost. But in the present decade, there has been 
a clear upward swing in ritualistic performances, performed in the open air. 

A similar development seems to be taking place in Temkkuttu as well. Temkkuttu 
never became commercialised in the way in which Yakshagana did. But in the present 
decade, there appears to be a clear increase in ritualistic performances. 
Muthukumaraswami explained to me how in the past, the elaborate sixteen day 
performances were reduced to three or five days and even these could not be held for 
several years due to lack of patronage and paucity of funds. But according to him, the 
situation has changed in the present decade, with a marked increase in the number of 
festivals taking place now. As a result, the troupes are in greater demand, even though 
not much money is made by the troupes (personal interview). 

This development seems to be directly related to the assertion of caste identities 
of non-Brahminical groups, as these village deities and related rituals are associated 
with specific caste groups. The performances also become one visual assertion of 
such social- political aspirations. In such contexts, we can observe how the traditional 
performing art becomes expressive of new social tensions and urges, thus 
communicating new meanings. At such moments, when the form begins to be utilised 
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for expressing contemporary contestations, it undergoes a process of change and begins 
to express these new meanings. We have already observed in the previous section 
how the Vanniar community is closely engaged in this process of forming new 
organisations, not merely for sponsoring Terukkuttu ritualistic performances but also 
for starting their own troupes. Such a process can be directly related to the current 
social, political, aspirations of the community as a whole. 

At the same time, we can observe an opposite process that is also taking place in 
the religious sphere. Hanne de Bruin mentions how some of these village deities, which 
follow non-Brahminical rituals, are also undergoing the process of Brahminisation. She 
mentions how many of these village goddesses are getting more Brahminised and 
receiving advice from the Shankaracharaya of Kanchipuram about the ‘proper’ mode 
of worship and ritual (2003,11). Both these conflicting pressures - of Brahminisation 
and of assertion of non-Brahminical identities - are operating in the society at the 
present moment. Terukkuttu is being redefined under these conditions and is also 
becoming an expressive vehicle of some of these compulsions. 


The Approach to Acting 

As with other dance-drama forms, Terukuttu also has developed its own approach 
to the question of acting and character representation. The actors of Terukkuttu as in 
Yakshagana, do their own make-up and this helps the actors in getting into the psyche 
of the characters. The make up indicates the character category. Different base 
colours indicate, different categories. Green for example indicates goodness whereas 
red indicates haughty nature. This categorisation depends on the episode being 
performed. Kama for example, belongs to the green category in Kama Moksham, 
but in the episode dealing with the cattle war, he is a red category. Red is also used to 
indicate evil characters. Apart from the heroic characters (called Kattai Vesham ), 
other characters like female roles, characters in disguise etc. use normal make-up. 
These categories and the related make-up, help the actor mentally and physically in 
getting into the character. 

The first entry of major characters as we have already observed, is from behind 
the hand held curtain, where the character slowly reveals himself by slow degrees and 
he also reveals his make-up and costume which indicates the character category to the 
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audience. 


But there is one unique feature in character representation found only in Terukkuttu. 
As the actor enters the stage, behind the curtain, he sings in third person about the 
character that he is going to represent along with the singers. Only when the curtain is 
removed, he ‘assumes’ the character and begins to speak in first person. The 
KattianKaran questions him about his name, attributes, achievements etc. The actor 
in the process of asserting these qualities, ‘becomes’ the character. So, the process of 
the actor becoming the character is made part of the performance and takes place in 
full view of the spectators, (Mathukumaraswami, personal interview). 

In acting, the emphasis is on vigorous movements with whirls and jumps, suitable 
for the expression of valorous and furious emotions. Alot of emphasis in also laid on 
Vachikabhinaya. The dialogues are both written down and improvised. Gestures and 
dance movements are not codified or stylised as in Kathakali. Acting involves a great 
deal of rolling of the eyes, pouting of the tongue, howling etc. 


Possession 

One of the unique features of ritualistic Terrukkuttu acting and performance, 
relates to possession ( avesham ). During the course of performance, specially of certain 
episodes like the disrobing of Draupadi, the actors playing these roles may get possessed 
by the spirit of the deity. It is not uncommon for some in the audience also to get 
possessed. Calling this aspect the ‘sacral status’, of the form, Hanne de Bmin explains 
the philosophy embedded in it thus. “The unexpressed objective of a Kattaikkuttu 
performance, which may be staged for any deity is to invite the dangerous sacred. Its 
potential destructive force can then be neutralised, whereas its potential benevolent 
powers can then be tapped for one’s own and for the community’s benefit. In other 
words, a Kattaikuttu performance is a medium to establish contact with what I call 
‘special power’” (1999,124). 

The possession may take place in demonic characters like Dushyasana, 
Duryodhana, Kicaka etc. or the characters representing the forces of good like Draupadi, 
Bhima or Narasimha. At such moments, the actors become uncontrollable and have to 
be supported by members of the audience. Moments of possession usually take place 
in climactic moments of confrontation and battle. The audience also eagerly await for 
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these moments and begin to chant prayers when the possession takes place. At such 
moments, prayers are offered to the deity. Even, the actor playing the role joins the 
prayer, saying that he is only so and so and is playing this role only for the sake of 
performance and begs forgiveness from the deity (Mathukumaraswami, personal 
interview). The actor, ‘comes out’ of the character and joins the spectators in praying 
to the deity. This ritualistic prayer also becomes part of the stage action. 

Some actors are said to be more specialised in getting possessed or it may even 
be ‘faked’ says Hanne. “Possession in professional performers is anticipated by 
Kattaikuttu audiences and forms an almost technical part of their job. It could therefore 
be termed ‘professional possession’ .. .Acting out possession is not really considered 
cheating but rather a fulfilment of the artists’ convention that the performances should 
be Kiramattin Ishtam ‘according to the wish of the village’ (1999,130). From the 
actor’s perspective, she analyses possession in terms of the ‘heat’ generated, which 
gets expressed through the body state. 

This may also give us an insight into Terukkuttu’s approach to acting and character 
representation. Among the many approaches to the question of acting, an important 
one relates to the concept of possession - is the actor possessed by the character, 
does he become a medium for the visualisation of the character? The examples of 
possession described earlier are ostensible instances. But the concept of possession 
points to Terukkuttu’s approach to acting. This statement is true of other forms under 
study here as well. Through a long process of make-up (done by the actor himself), he 
is preparing mentally to enter into the character. But as noted earlier, the actor ‘assumes’ 
the character, on the stage, in full view of the spectators. The high pitched music and the 
fast pace of movements aid the actor in getting into the character - in getting ‘possessed’. 

Thus we find that Terukkuttu’s approach to acting, shares some features with 
other traditions of South India while also projecting some features that are unique to it; 
like the question of possession. A lot of emphasis is laid on the physicality of action 
though the mental aspect of character representation is also important (Satvika 
abhinaya according to Bharata) 

.Writing about the process of acting in Kattaikkuttu and how it involves the physical 
body as well as the mental process of transformation of actor to character, Hanne de 
Bruin says: 
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Kattaikkuttu calls for a large degree of physical involvement of the actor in 
the performance. Not only does he have to combine a number of expressive 
modes (dance, song, facial expression, body posture) which involve the 
use of a rather extensive performance space, but he also has to identify with 
the character he performs to such an extent that his portrayal is convincing 
to rural Kattaikkuttu audiences. Corporeality occupies a central place in 
the process of identification, which involves the construction, maintenance 
and deconstruction of a theatrical identity. It requires the transformation of 
the physical apprearance of the performer through external devices (make¬ 
up, costumes) and internal change (adjustment of body posture, gait and 
movements, adjustment of the voice and facial expression). But the 
identification process also demands the mental transformation of the actor 
in order for him to take on the personality and mood of the character he is 
to portray. The degree of identification of the actor with the character he 
plays, however appears to fluctuate during the all night performance, where 
the actors may move in and out their roles to comment upon the character. 
(1998,28) 

In conclusion, we can say that the approach to acting of each form depends on 
the nature of the art form as well as the characters being represented. In spite of the 
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unique aspects of each form, we can observe that these dance-drama forms share 
many common features as well. 


CHAPTER-6 

TOWARDS A THEORY OF ACTING . . . 


Acting is a process of communication where the actor uses his body and voice to 
communicate with the spectators. It is recognised as a complex art as it involves, 
bodily movements and gestures, spoken word - dialogue, make-up, costumes etc. 
Each of these functions in different way in communication but when they are used in a 
combined manner it becomes acting or abhinaya. The main purpose of acting is to 
create another persona - that of the character. Through the use of his body and voice 
(which represent his personal self), the actor creates another persona. 

When did acting originate? Perhaps it is as old as mankind itself. We can say 
‘acting’ started when man began to imitate the movements and sounds of other an im als. 
Philosophers and theorists of stage and performance have been describing as well as 
prescribing mles and regulations regarding acting. The actor, while being himself, also 
represents another self through his body and voice, and expresses the emotions - and 
thoughts of that other self. 

There can not be any theatre or performance without the actor. Grotowski in his 
concept of ‘Poor theatre’ goes on rejecting whatever is extra, superflous in performance. 
The two basic entities without which there can be no performance are the actor and 
the spectator. As the actor’s profession began to develop and grow, different theoretical, 
positions evolved regarding acting. Starting from Bharata to the theorists and 
practitioners of the present, a host of approaches to acting and through it a new vision 
of life itself have been evolved by these theorists. 

These theoretical positions may or may not have been written down because, in 
most of the living theatrical forms, learning takes place through guidence which is mostly 
in orality. This study deals with such stage practices that have developed over the past 
several centuries in the traditional dance-drama forms of South India. These are fully 
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developed forms and they are vibrantly alive even now. Each of these forms has 
developed its own approaches to acting and character representation, though these 
postulates have not been written down. 

I have taken here for study four dance-drama forms of South India - Kathakali of 
Kerala, Yakshagana of Karnataka, Kuchipudi of Andhra and Terukkuttu of Tamil 
Nadu. I have also dealt with some related forms of the same geographical region 
where necessary. As explained in the introduction, all these are fullfledged dance- 
drama forms which mostly perform stories from the Puranas. They have developed 
over the past several centuries and have evolved their own approach to the question of 
acting and character representation. There are also many common features shared by 
these forms as they have existed in neighbouring states and mutual give and take has 
taken palce between these forms as is only to be expected. 

As we have already observed, though each of these dance-drama forms has a 
well developed approach towards acting, we do not have any text (old or new) which 
deals with the theoretical questions regarding character representation. The only 
exception seems to be Kutiattam, which has the first manual and hand book for actors, 
Attaprakaram by Tolan. Perhaps in the attitude of these forms, the task of theorising 
has mostly been left to terrain of Sanskrit, which is an all India language unlike the 
regional languages. 

This study focusses attention on conceptual aspect of acting and has tried to 
develope a theory of acting basing it on the praxis found in these forms. I have tried to 
generalise the principles of acting found in these forms, and have drawn conclusions 
which are expressed in the terminology of modem stage craft and theatrical practice. 

It is also interesting to note, to what extent these forms follow Sanskrit dramaturgy 
and Natya Shastra and where they differ from Sanskrit stipulation. All the forms 
under study here are Dravidian forms, though at some stage all of them seem to have 
come under heavy Aryan - Sanskritic influence. There is also an argument put forward 
by some scholars and linguists that the word natya is itself of Dravidian origin. [See 
the section on Natya Shastra in ch 1.] 

Before we take up the analysis of the process of acting found in the forms, let us 
look at some of the fundamental issues and questions related to acting as a whole. 
There is a need to place these forms and their approach to acting in the context of 
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world theatre and performance in general. Then we can see where these forms stand 
- not merely in relation to one another but also vis a vis modem theatre of India and of 
the whole world. 

Presentation and Representation 

The essence of acting, as we argued in the previous section, consists of ‘character 
representation’. Using his body, voice etc., the actor creates another persona - that 
of the character that he creates on the stage. If we look at different practices and 
theoretical positions followed in different performance traditions all over the world, 
we can observe two basic approaches, to acting which can be called presentation and 
representation. Each theatrical practice has to choose either of the two ways-or find 
a via media between the two. 

In presentational method, the actor hides his identity in creating the character. 
The ideal for him is to merge totally with the character. The spectators also lose 
themselves in the emotion, action presented on the stage. If realistic style of acting of 
modem theatre (popularised by Stanislavski, and the method school) is one example 
of this approach, ‘possession’ found in ritualistic theatre (spirit worship for example, 
where the medium is possessed by the spirit of the deity) is also another example 
where the actor loses his identity and becomes the ‘other’. 

Another approach to acting is the opposite of this approach which can be called 
the representational approach. In this approach to acting, both the identities - that of 
actor and that of the character that he represents - coexist. The actor never hides the 
fact that he is ‘acting’. The spectators also watch the play being aware all the time that 
they are watching a theatrical performance. The forms under study here, all belong to 
this group and follow the method of representation. For example, if the actor in 
Kathakali or Yakshagana has to communicate the meaning of ‘going’, he need not 
move this feet at all. By the use of certain mudras and gestures, he can communicate 
to the audience the meaning of ‘going’ without moving himself. The costume and 
make-up categories that suggest various types like, king (who wears a crown), or 
Bannada vesha (lit. coloured roles; Demon characters) in Yakshagana are all examples 
of this symbolic representation. The traditional forms of performance of India (classical 
as well as folk) belong to the category of representational theatre. Modern theatre, 


123 


specially the realistic school, belongs to the first category of presentation. Bharata’s 
use of the terms Natya Dharmi and Loka Dharmi, do not mean the same, but we 
can say they indicate basically these two approaches. 

These two approaches can be taken as two poles in approaches regarding acting. 
Representation emphasises on the symbolic nature of theatrical communication. As 
we have observed earlier, all the forms under discussion here, are symbolic and so the 
challenges before the actor are also different from those of modem theatre. 

We have looked at the different traditional dance-drama forms individually. We 
have also briefly commented upon the process of acting in each of these forms. Now, 
let us look at all these forms together, and observe their approach to the question of 
acting and character representation from a holistic perspective. Though these forms 
belong to different states of South India and they utilise different modem Dravidian 
languages, they also share many features. In fact some scholars opine that these forms 
that are in existance now, must have evolved from a common proto Dravidian theatre. 
D.K. Rajendra who has written about Mudalapaya theatre of South Karnataka and 
Basavaraja Malashetty who has written about folk forms of North Karnataka like 
Doddata, Sannata etc. express such an opinion (1980,1983). We can only say that 
the proof regarding the existance of a proto Dravidian theatre are too scanty but they 
point out the similarities not merely within the art forms but also in their organisational 
structure, context of Performance, the place they occupy in the culture of the regions 
etc. So naturally, we find many common factors in these forms. (I have made a study 
of these common features in my earlier book Re-scribing Tradition.) 


Processes of Acting 

Acting is a process that involves the body, voice and mind of the actor. The 
question that one has to face is - where does acting begin -does it begin with the body 
or with the mind. In the earlier chapter on different theories, we have observed how 
different theorists take different positions. If some argue that the proper emotional 
state conceived by the mind creates appropriate bodily and facial movements and 
gestures, some others argue the opposite - that the related body movements and 
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gestures create the appropriate emotional state in the mind. The various theorists that 
we have dealt with, earlier in this monograph, take one of the above positions or opt 
for a compromise where emphasis falls on both the body and the mind. 


Form and Content 

Now we can apply two terms from literary criticism to analyse and understand 
the process of acting. The external and internal process of acting, which we tried to 
understand through the terminology of body and mind, can also be expressed through 
‘Form and Content’. The particular style and related body movements, gestures etc., 
which the actor learns as a neophyte and uses in his acting can be called the form; what 
the actor puts into the role - the emotional state, the interpretation of character etc., - 
in other words the internal process - becomes the content. The particular style, grammar 
of the art form with all rules and regulations become the form. In all these dance- 
drama traditions under study here, the emphasis is always on form. Only a mature 
artist knows how to use this form to communicate the emotional state, which are 
represented through the ‘form’ that he has already mastered. This representation of 
the emotional state, even then can not be equated with Stanislavski’s concept of 
‘emotional memory’. This is because the actor resorts to objectified emotional states 
(called Sthayi Bhava by Bharata) in capturing and representing particular emotional 
states and not emotions drawn from his personal life. 


Body v/s Mind 

Acting is a process that involves both the body and mind. The forms under study 
here, being highly stylised forms, the emphasis is naturally on the body. This is true 
specially for the neophyte who is trained in the form without paying attention to the 
mental aspect as to what he will represent through the form. For example talking 
about the process of acting in Kathakali, which involves an internal as well as external 
process, Philip Zarelli says: 

Kathakali acting is both an external and an internal process. The external 
technical aspect of performance is the beginning place of training... consisting 
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of the smallest component parts of in-body movement required for a full 
performance... The neophyte is forced to master step by step muscle by muscle, 
within his body each specific technique of the fully constructed performance. 

In the light of these comments, we can say the emphasis during training is on 
repetitive body movements, which the actor learns without thinking of the ‘content’ 
that he has to communicate, through his acting. This is possible, not merely in the 
course of training but also because in the beginning of his acting career, the actor is 
given small roles which are only types without individualisation or emotivity. 

One example of such an approach can be found in Purvaranga of Yakshagana, 
which is called Sabha Lakshana (Priliminaries performed before the main plot). We 
have observed earlier, how each actor begins his career by playing these roles. This is 
part of the training process. There we have roles like balagopalas (young heroes), 
streevesha (female character) kodangi (jester) etc. These are not well defined individualised 
characters but only types. The young actor, learns by playing these roles, which make use 
of different body movements and dance steps of Yakshagana, but without any meaning or 
content. The actor learns to express these as he begins playing major roles which will 
involve an inward process as well for the actor. The dance steps used by the actor in 
Purvaranga belong to the category of nritta, which is described as emotionless dance, by 
Bharata. So we can say that the use of the mind or the inward process of acting comes into 
play only as the actor matures and begins to play major roles. 


Satvika Abhinaya 

In the fight of the above discussions and present day terminology regarding acting, 
it perhaps becomes necessary to expand the meaning of Satvika abhinaya, to include 
the inward process, the role of the mind as opposed to the outward bodily expressions 
in acting. Infact Satvika abhinaya has been variously defined in Natya Shastra. We 
have seen in the first chapter how Sattxhka has been used to refer to involuntary 
impulsive reflexs like sweda (sweat) Kampa (tremble) etc. Bharata says that it can 
also mean Samanyabhinaya and Chitrabhinaya. 

There have been attempts by earlier critics also analyse Saliva and Sattvika in different 
terminologies. AnupaPande, for example, referring to Abhinava Gupta says ‘Sattva joins 
the psyche and the body’. She further states, “The idea seems to be that when mental 
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attitudes become an emotional experience, they affect the body in characteristic ways. This 
capacity of the mind is sattva. A skilled actor is able to use this capacity even without 
undergoing real emotional experience’ ’ (1991,49 and 61). Thus there is a need expand the 
meaning of Satvikabhinaya to include and indicate the inward process and there is 
justification for this within Natya Shastra itself and also in the writings of later commentators 
in the various meanings that are given to Sattva and Satvika ( abhinaya ). 


Actor-character dialectic 

We have observed how the essence of acting consists of a convertion of the actor 
to the character to be presented on the stage. B ut what happens to the real persona of 
the actor? Does his persona vanish altogether or does it also exist along with that of 
the character that the actor has created? One of the fundamental factors regarding all 
theatrical performance, irrespective of its ideological bearings, is the dialectical 
relationship that exists between the actor and the character. Different performance 
traditions and theories of acting resolve this dialectic in different ways. Modem realistic 
acting expects the actor to merge completely with the character that he is playing. 
Bharata himself in Natya Shastra says that the actor should give up his personal self - 
Swabhavas Tyajyate, (Natya Shastra XXI V 121-124). 

In contrast to the practice of modern realistic theatre, the forms under study, 
here, work by accepting both realities. Some times the identity may go on shifting as 
for example in enacting the blossoming of lotus in Kathakali. The actor for example, 
does not impersonate the character or we can say that the impersonation goes on 
shifting. In the above instance the actor in turn enacts - ‘lotus’ - ‘observing the flower’ 
- ‘blossoming’, ‘the bee’, ‘Honey and bee’ etc. We can also take the example of the 
scene called ‘Pakamattam’ which depicts the episode involving elephant, python and 
lion. All these are represented by one actor himself. 

We can observe for example, how the dialectic works in Yakshagana. Instead of 
trying to resolve this dialectic Yakshagana also works by accepting the existence of 
both the realities. The spectators’ real interest is in seeing the character as represented 
by the particular actor. 


127 


This becomes possible because these forms work with well known narratives. 
Neither the story nor the character is new to the spectator. Still he is drawn to the 
performance again and again. His main interest is in witnessing a character as represented 
by the particular actor. In our analysis of Yakshagana acting we saw several examples 
of how the actor-character dialatic works - how both co-exist and the audiance accept 
both realities. Thus in these forms identification of the actor with the character is never 
total or irrevocable. We see the actor representing the character and the spectators 
accept both the identities. In the course of training also, the emphasis as we have seen 
is on repetitive body movements, which do not involve any characterisation or 
internalisation. During training, the gestures and body movements arc learned, through 
repetitive exercises without any thought of what they represent like a yogi or a martial 
artist. It depends on the ability and artistry of the actor as he matures, to make use of 
these isolated ‘slots’ of acting, to create a ‘meaning’ - a character. 

Another example can be given from Terukkuttu to show how both identities of 
the character and the actor are present at the same time and how the actor may come 
out of the character and become his real self on the stage itself. (Another example of 
how this process becomes part of acting is analysed in the next section.) In some 
highly charged scenes in Terukkuttu, the artists or even some among the spectators 
may get possessed by the spirit of the deity. At such moments, the stage action comes 
to a halt and ritual takes over. After the worship of the deity, the actor usually playing 
villainous roles like Duryodhana, Dushasana ask the deity to forgive him; as he is only 
an actor doing the role (of Dushasana for example), as a profession. The play continues 
after the deity is pacified. 


Character Categories 

In the forms under analysis here, we have well defined character types or categories 
as indicated by the costume and make-up. All the forms make use of highly colourful 
and stylised makeup indicative of the category to which the character belongs. There 
is no attempt to be realistic in makeup but they are highly symbolic, representing the 
inner quality of the character. The base colours used like green, red, black etc. are 
indicative of different qualities like good, anger, evil etc. We have already seen how in 
Kathakali for example, there are the following categories, 
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1) Pacha - Green, Satvik, Virtuous characters (like Krishna, Nala, Rama etc.) 

2) Katti - Rajasik, Kingly, royal personages (arrognt characters, with a streak 
of nobility like Ravana, Himyakeshipu etc.) 

3) Chavanna Tadi - Red Beard (eg.: Characters like Vali, Sugreeva Sisupala etc.) 

4) Vella Tadi - White Beard (Characters like Hanuman) 

5) Karutta Tadi - Black Beard (Evil schemers like Kattalan) 

6) Kari- Black - Furious, odious characters (eg. Surpanakha) 

7) Minukku - Polished - Women characters, sages etc. 

Similarly in Yakshagana we have categories like 

1) Crown Wearers - Kingly characters 

2) Mundasa - Royal personages but not kings 

3) Kedige Mandale - Young heroes 

4) Bannada Vesha - Rakshasa, demonic characters, like Ravana, Atikaya, 
Samasaptaka, Putani, the demoness, etc. 

5) Man-beast characters like Hanuman, Jatayu etc. 

6) Women characters 

7) Clown, servant etc. played by the jester 

There are well defined costumes for each of these categories. Most often, the 
body movements, facial expressions etc., in other words, the bodily acting is also 
decided by the particular costume category. In Yakshagana parlance, the costume 
category is called ‘Vesha’ (lit. disguise). The first question that an actor is asked is, 
“Which vesha are you performing today? 

Artists usually specialise in playing one of these categories. The make-up is 
highly elaborate and may take hours to complete. In forms like Yakshagana and 
Terukkuttu, the actor does his own make-up. We can say that the process of the actor 
becoming the character begins with the process of make-up itself. The costume and 
make-up indicate the character type. Most actors stop at representation of the type, 
but only an expert actor will move from the type to individualised characterisation. 


129 


Yakshagana artist Shambhu Hegde is one such expert and he says, “Both Kicaka and 
Arjuna exhibit Srngarcv, the actor should be able to show that the Smgara of each is 
different. (Personal interview). 


First entry of characters 

For the spectators also, the recognition of a character, begins with the visual 
presence as presented through the costume and make-up. All the forms under study 
here, work with well known narratives from Ramayana, Mahabharata and other 
Puranas. So, the audience also knows not merely the narrative but also the category 
to which the character belongs. It is assumed that the actor should establish the character 
category in the first appearance itself. He should, through his costume, bodily movements 
and gestures, assert what his character type or category stands for. That is why in all 
these forms, the first appearance of a major character is given great importance. All 
the forms under study here, make use of the hand held curtain and the character enters 
from behind the curtain. He reveals himself in stages, all the while playing with the 
curtain. Through this, the process of ‘actor becoming the character’ is made part of 
the performance and takes place on the stage, before the eyes of the audience itself. 
He enters from behind the hand held curtain as the actor and when the the curtain is 
taken off, he will have become the character. 

In forms like Yakshagana and Kuchipudi, the first entry is called Pravesha, or 
Pravesha daru in which after coming out from behind the curtain, the character 
introduces himself. In this process, as he talks of the character he is representing, he 
will have assumed those qualities. In Terukkuttu we have a unique system where the 
Kattiankaran goes on questioning and challenging the character. For example, to 
Duryodhana he may say, “you do not have the power of Duryodhana’, ‘how do I 
know you are Duryodhana?’ etc. One by one, all the attributes of the character will be 
explained by Kattian Karan and assumed by the actor. 

In some highly charged scenes like that of Dushasana, such challenges by Kattian 
Karan provokes the actor to assume the character and get charged 
(Muthukumaraswami, personal interview). 
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Dance in Acting 

All the forms under study here, like many other traditional forms from different parts of 
India belong to a genre that has been named ‘dance-drama’. In our analysis of ‘dance- 
drama’ , we have analysed the fruition of dance. These are performances in which dance is 
the main means of communication. It is used as the foundation of acting and character 
representation. The movement of the body is always controlled by the particular style of 
dance and the rhythmic pattern. 

Natya Shastra mdAbhinaya Darpana of Nandikeshwara, classifies dance into 
three sub divisions- nritta, nritya and natya which we have analysed in the introduction. 
All these forms utilise all three forms of dance in their process of acting. 

So, the main means of communication in these forms is dance which belongs to 
one of the three types mentioned above. The typical body posture is of legs well 
spread, bent at the knees, and giving an angular pose. This posture can be called 
statuesque, because the dancer moves from one posture to another. Commenting on the 
movement in Indian Dance and comparing it with Western Ballet, Anupa Pande says: 

The position of the body is fixed with reference of a number of 
horizontal, vertical axes and the movement of each part of the body 
is described with reference to the axes... Western ballet is occupied 
with the problem of covering space - continuous movement in an 
endless expanse. Indian Dance is confined to a limited location in 
which the movements do not depart from the governing axes. Indians 
are not so preoccupied with the problem of space as that of time... In 
dance, the emphasis is on pose, the stance. The dancer is constantly 
preoccupied with capturing the perfect pose which will convey sense 
of timelessness. The perfect pose has an almost sculpturesque quality. 
Nritta is integrally connected with sculpture (1991,113). 

The above statement is also true of the forms under discussion here. The main 
body stance of Yakshagana or Kathakali, with bent knees, legs well spread out, shows 
that the dancer is working by accepting the forces of gravity, unlike western ballet, 
where the human body always tends to escape from the forces of gravity by leaps and 
jumps. This can also be viewed symbolically where, Indian dance, works within the 
social constraints whereas in Western ballet, the dancer appears to be discarding the 
social strictures through his movement against gravity. The Kathakali posture, taken 
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from Kalaripattu, is of a combatant. The actor as a dancer we can say is in search of 
the perfect pose or bhangi which exhibits grace in it. 


Possession 

One of the ways of understanding the process of acting is to compare it to 
possession. Is the actor possessed by the spirit of the character? In forms that are 
ritualistic, we have examples of real possession, where the actor becomes possessed 
by the spirit of the deity. We have examples of possession in some of the forms under 
study here also. 

In Terukkuttu, we have observed how in certain charged moments the actors get 
‘possessed’. (This may happen to some spectators as well, but we are not concerned 
with that here.) At such moments, they have to be held back and controlled. The 
stage action comes to a halt until the deity is pacified through worship and prayer. 

There is also mention of one famous mask and its use from Melattur Bhagavata 
Mela. During the performance of Prahlad Charitam, the actor playing the role of 
Narasimha, uses a mask taken from the temple. This mask is said to be of unknown 
origin, but the actor who wears it, enters into a trance. The people believe that God 
Narasimha manifests h im self through the actor, who becomes a medium of the spirit of 
the deity. There are a few other examples also of the actor, entering into a hypnotic 
state. (Massey, 2004,90-91). Though these are extreme instances of possession, we 
can perceive it as an approach to acting in these forms. 

Forms like Yakshagana and Kathakali are popular in the coastal districts 
Karnataka and the northern parts of Kerala. We should bear in mind that in the same 
geographical area, we also have the practice of Bhutaradhane and Teyyam (spirit 
worship), where the spirit of the deity manifests in the body of the medium. 

Trance and possession dances are perhaps one example where the presence of 
the actor appears to be completely effaced. (Even here, the dialectic does not get 
completely resolved. An actor is after all needed to ‘become’ the medium who comes 
back to his real status after the trance is over. But that is beside the point here.) Kathy 
Foley, draws this parallel between trance dance and theatrical performance in her 
study of the performance traditions of Java. “I define the ‘dancer’ as the performer 
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who maintains his or her self awareness while impersonating another and the ‘danced’ 
as those who strive for an altered trance state and allow themselves to become mediums 
for another presence - a phenomenon known as trance dance. Though the state of 
consciousness provides a demarcation line between these two types of performers, it 
is my hypothesis that the theatrical dancers are, in some sense, “danced”, by the spirit 
of these seemingly archaic trance forms.” (1985,29) 

In conclusion, we can only say that possession plays an important part in these 
forms as the stmcture and theme of the plays have a strong ritualistic base and so, many 
a time may condition the mind of the actor in his acting as a whole, even while playing 
roles that do not have possession. It also symbolically hints at the approach to acting in 
these forms. 


Influence of Natya Shastra 

All the forms under study here, arc from South India and are performed in present 
day Dravidian languages. But at the same time, we can observe that at some period in 
the past, all of them have been deeply influenced by Aryan - Sanskritic culture; for 
example: themes of these forms are taken from the Pan-Indian Puranas. Almost 
never do we find themes other than the Pan-Indian Puranas. This is as much true of 
totally classical forms like Kudiattam, which is played in Sanskrit itself or forms that 
are classified as folk like Yakshagana or Terukkuttu. It is really strange that the stories 
of local folk heroes never appears in these forms. But they differ from Nalya Shastra 
in some marked ways as well. 

In their stage craft, they differ from some of the stipulations of Natya Shastra. 
In Nalya Shastra for example, there are strictures against showing death, or sleeping 
on the stage. These forms, when the story demands, show such scenes with abandon. 
Natya Shastra stipulates that female roles should by played by women, but all these 
are forms where only men take part and female roles are also played by men. 

If we take the artists’ own vision of their craft, they analyse certain scenes and the 
process of acting, in the terminology of Natya Shastra with terms like Sthayi Bhava, 
rasa etc. But even in highly classical forms like Kathakali, (recognised as one of the 
four classical forms of India, soon after independence). Natya Shastra or its approach 
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to acting does not form part of the training schedule of a neophyte. I was informed by 
Sri Kaladharan of Kerala Kalmandalam that Sanskrit dramaturgy does not form part 
of the syllabus at Kerala Kalamandalam, even now at the undergraduate level. 
Fundamental knowledge of Sanskrit dramaturgy is given only at the postgraduate level. 
Other forms under study here, also do not train the actors in the Sanskritic theories of 
Rasa, Bhava etc. 

Conclusion 

From our study of the traditional South Indian dance-drama forms, we saw how 
they have developed in a style that is totally different from classical Sanskrit dramaturgy 
on the one hand and the realistic theatre of the West on the other. These are all living 
vibrant forms, which have developed their own approach to the question of acting and 
stagecraft, though at some time in their history, they have been exposed to Sanskrit 
dramaturgy. This probably took place under the influence of Bhakti movement because 
all these are also ritualistic forms connected with temples, village deities etc. 

We saw how the actor’s impersonation of the character is never irrevocable and 
total in these forms. We also saw how in certain scenes like Pakamattam of Kathakali, 
the impersonation goes on shifting from one identity to another (episode of elephant, 
python and lion). The ideological base for such a representation is radically different 
from the concept of modern stage, regarding actor-character interface. In many of 
these forms, the actor also acts as the narrator. 

Because all these are dance-drama forms, all three forms of dance- Nritta, Nritya 
and Natya are used in performance. Items of pure dance nritta, which are supposed 
to be devoid of emotions, also play a very important role in communication as well as 
in aesthetic pleasure. 

These forms belong to Natya Dharrni or representational school in their stylisation 
and mode of expression. Many items of dance, are symbolic, and suggestive. For 
example Kalasha in Kathakali or Muktaya (finale) in Yakshagana are items of Nritta 
but they also punctuate the shift from one phase to another-from one emotion to another, 
from song to dialogue, etc. Thus dance plays a very important part not merely in 
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abhinaya - delineation of the character but in the theatrical communication as a whole 
in these forms. 

We also saw how Satvika abhinaya can be understood and interpreted in 
modem terminology of theatre criticism where it represents the inner mental process 
just as angika represents the outer, bodily expression. While analysing actor-character 
interface, we saw how the ideological foundation of acting in these forms is radically 
different from the concepts of western theatre and of realistic acting. 

Modem Indian theatre tried to use some aspects of traditional Indian theatre in 
the movement that was named “Back to the Roots”. Directors like B.V. Karant, 
K.M. Panikker, RatanThiyametc. were closely associated with this movement. But 
critics like Rustom Bharucha are highly critical of this approach. For example, He 
says ‘Traditions have been commodified where certain elements (exit, entry, hand held 
curtain, use of drums, colour, steps etc.) are incorporated where they are unrelated to 
the content and tradition of performance” (Bharucha 1993, Part HI). 

This study on the other hand, has tried to look at the philosophical and conceptual 
foundations of acting- abhinaya in these forms. These are analysed in terms of Indian 
aesthetics (Bharata’s Natya Shastra,) as well as in the terminology of modem Western 
theatre. I have tried to locate them in the area of their activity and in the light of 
Dravidian culture as whole. This I believe will provide a very useful insight in our 
understanding of these forms, for modern scholars of these forms, artists of these 
forms, as well as to the practitioners of modem theatre. 
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We are very happy that Janapada Vishwavidyalaya 
Gotagodi is coming out with the publication of Abhinaya 
Siddhanta. This work studies not merely the folk, classical 
styles of performance of South India studies it by placing 
it in the light of performance theories Sanskritic, folk or 
modern. It also tries to build a Siddhanta- theory 
appropriate to the south Indian context. In addition, one of 
the goals of the university when it was started was to 
project folklore theories of the world to the Kannada 
readers. Another part of this ambitious project was to 
project Karnataka point of view and aesthetic approaches 
to the whole world. In this light Dr. Bapat's book not 
merely throws light on south-lndian dance-drama but also 
views it in the light of present day performance theories. 
Dr. Bapat has been dear friend of mine in the last several 
years. We have attended seminars on Indian folklore in 
different parts of India, we are happy to publish this work 
from our university. 
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